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Editorial Note
This issue of the Asbury Theological Journal emphasizes the integration and function of the Old Testament "across the curriculum." It is
dedicated to Dr. Herbert Livingston, professor emeritus of Old Testament
at Asbury Theological Seminary, Wilmore, Kentucky. Dr. Livingston
served at the seminary for 34 years teaching Old Testament and archaeology. He is now retired and lives in Wilmore. Among his publications is
his significant book, The Pentateuch in Its Cultural Environment. A
second edition of this book has just been published by Baker Book
House, Grand Rapids, MI. To everyone who has known and worked with
Dr. Livingston, he is recognized as both a scholar and a gentleman,
always ready to turn his knowledge into wisdom and to put it to work for
others.
It is, then, appropriate that this issue of The Journal should deal with
the Old Testament, two-thirds of the Bible, and its impact on a theological
curriculum and on a theological community.
Dr. John Oswalt, professor of Old Testament and Semitic languages,
Trinity Evangelical Seminary, worked with Dr. Livingston for twelve
years. He was pleased to contribute the appreciation note to Dr.
Livingston.
We thank those who wrote this issue's articles for their diligence. Each
was asked to write an article that would show how the Old Testament
functions in his area of expertise. We are especially happy to have a
contribution from Dr. William S. LaSor, professor emeritus of Fuller
Theological Seminary. A careful and superb exegete of the Hebrew Bible,
he has given us an interesting reading of Genesis 1 through the eyes of a
Hebrew scholar.
EUGENE E. CARPENTER
Associate Editor
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In Appreciation
It is an honor and a privilege for me to write this appreciation for my
teacher, colleague and friend, Dr. G. Herbert Livingston. It is a privilege
to be able to say "thank you" to him in this way, and it is an honor to be
invited to speak for many hundreds who would undoubtedly want to
express the same kinds of affection and admiration which I do here.
There are many things to admire about Dr. Livingston. He is an eager
learner; he is an enthusiastic teacher; he is a genuine Christian; he is a
winsome person. He is a man you would want to have at your back in any
desperate battle and a friend you would want to have at your side in any
toilsome ascent. Herb Livingston's enthusiasm for learning makes him an
enthusiastic teacher. He wants others to find the joy he has found. He was
always thinking of new ways to make learning both palatable and effective.
Five years after graduating from Asbury, I returned to the Seminary as
Herb's junior colleague in the Old Testament department. If humility is to
forget oneself, then Herbert Livingston is one of the most genuinely
humble persons I have ever known. It was evident in his treatment of me,
the brash youngster. He shared his knowledge, his ideas, his favorite
courses and himself. And as a senior faculty member, he could always be
counted upon to listen to any proposals, whether they be on curriculum,
policy or faculty politics, without first asking, "How does this affect
me?"
Not only is this man self-forgetful and generous, he is always able to
think the best. In the course of our twelve-year relationship, I have seen
him in a number of difficult circumstances. In these situations there has
always been a marvelous lack of personal pique and defensiveness and an
abundance of fundamental charity toward his opponents. Watching him, I
have always felt that he is a prize example of what Christian faith can do
for a person.
Unlike those whose religiousness (as opposed to their religion) seems
to obtrude itself into every relationship, this man's faith does not make
him less real, but more so. It does not make him less understanding and
open to others, but more so. He is an encouragement to be with. He has
been a model for many hundreds of Christian ministers and teachers.
You have shown us the way, Herb. Thank you! We'll do our best not to
drop the torch.
JOHN OSWALT

!
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Biblical Creationism
WILLIAM SANFORD LASOR

There is a cult of "Creationism" in America today. It appears in various
ways, perhaps most notoriously in laws to require teaching creationism
alongside evolution in certain school systems.' This study examines what
the Bible says about creation; what the Bible requires of those who accept
it as authoritative in matters of faith and life; and what the Bible permits
regarding teachings of various kinds of creationism and evolution while
still holding to biblical authority.
A word about my personal convictions is in order. I believe the
Scriptures of the Old and New Testament are the inspired word of God,
and that they are infallible in all didactic matters. The problems arise
when human beings attempt to decide what precisely is taught in the
Bible. To deal with this in reference to creation is the task to which I have
set myself.
THE BIBLICAL MATERIAL
The biblical account of creation is found in the first two chapters of
Genesis and in shorter passages at various places in Scripture. 2 The cult of
creationism, unfortunately, limits its study rather much to the first chapter
of Genesis.
The Biblical Premise. The Scriptures of the Old and New Testament are
the canon of the believing community. They have been received as the
authoritative word of God, first by Israel (the Old Testament, as it came
into being), then by the Jews, and finally by the Christian church (both
Old and New Testaments). As such, belief in the God of the Fathers, the
God of the Scriptures, is assumed. It is not proved. The opening words of
Genesis assume that the reader or hearer knows by faith who God is (Heb
11:3,6).
The Biblical Language. The language of the creation account, as in
other matters, is phenomenological: that is, it describes things and events
as they appear to us on earth. This is not "scientific" language—but even
scientists speak of "sunrise" and "sunset," although they know that the
sun and moon do not go down beyond the western hills or rise out of the
eastern sea. To us on this planet, heaven is "up," for we only see that part
William S. LaSor, Ph. D., Th. D., is professor emeritus of Old Testament at
Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California. He is the author of many
books and articles including The Dead Sea Scrolls and the New Testament and

Handbook of Biblical Hebrew, both published by Eerdmans.
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which is above us; men go "down" to the sea in ships, for we see the ships
disappear beyond the horizon. Earth appears to be flat. All points of the
heavens above appear to be equally distant from us, so we think of Earth
as the center of the universe.
Moreover, biblical language is culturally conditioned. It is the language
of the periods in which it came into existence—and properly so, for if
God had revealed Himself in twentieth-century scientific or linguistic
jargon to men and women living two, three, or four thousand years ago,
they would not have understood it, just as most of us who are not
technically trained do not understand such language today.
At the same time, the language of the Bible is transtemporal. It
communicates to men and women in every age, in every culture. It can be
read and understood (to a limited degree, it is true, but sufficient for
salvation) by nations and peoples of thousands of languages. Yet, because
it is culturally conditioned, we must know something of the cultures out of
which it came. The better we understand the people of the Bible and their
cultural milieu, the more completely we will understand God's revelation,
for He revealed Himself to them, not only for their sake, but even for our
sake.
The World View. The biblical account of creation is earth-centered. It is
not the story of the origin of the universe, but rather of this planet. It is
probably not correct to translate the opening words, "In the beginning
God created the heavens and the earth" (see below), but even if this
translation is accepted, the story goes on, "the earth was... ," and practically the rest of the Bible has to do with the Earth, 3 its inhabitants, its
present unredeemed condition and its future redemption (Rom 8:20-22).
To interpret this passage to mean that the creation of the entire universe
took place at that time-4004 B.C., or any other comparatively recent
date—is questionable exegesis. 4
Genesis 1:1 3. This passage, as I understand it, consists of a temporal
clause, several dependent clauses, and the main clause: "When in the
beginning God created the heavens and the earth, and the earth was Oa
and boha, and darkness [was] on the face of tehom, and the dialjof God
was moving on the face of the waters, then God said, 'Let there be light!'
and there was light" [my translation].
The opening word bere'kit, as vocalized by the Masoretes, is in construct. 5 Because many grammarians of the Hebrew language did not
understand the use of the construct with a finite verb, they emended this,
either to read bare'Tit, "in the beginning," or they emended the verb bard'
to read berg', "the beginning of God's creating." No emendation is
necessary. A noun may stand in construct with a finite verb in Hebrew,
just as in Akkadian6 and probably other Semitic languages.
For example, Hos 1:2 reads tehillat dibber YHWH behelfea` , literally
"the beginning of Yahweh spoke by Hosea," or "when Yahweh began to
speak by Hosea." That the form tehillat is construct cannot be denied; that
-

-

-
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it is followed by a finite verb (unless we emend the text) likewise is clear.
The clause continues with the words wayy6'mer YHWH, just as Gen 1:3
continues with wayy6'mer 'elohim, "then Yahweh said." For other examples, cf Gen 34:40; 1 Sam 25:15; 30:31.
Much more common is the use of the noun 'eiss'iir7 before finite verbs.
The construct form, of course, is 'eder, and it has developed into a relative
pronoun: "the place of he built" = "where he built" or even "which he
built." But its original meaning is preserved in such expressions as 1,45/
'eaer hithallaktf, "everywhere I walked about" (2 Sam 7:7).
To translate Gen 1:1 as a temporal clause, "when in the beginning,"
does not alter the doctrine of creation. God is still the Creator, and His
creation had a beginning. It does, however, shift the emphasis from the
beginning of "the heavens and the earth," and puts it on God's creative
word, "then God said," and on what follows concerning Earth. This, I
believe, is totally consistent with the viewpoint in the rest of the Bible.
Difficult Words. I have left untranslated certain words: tohii, 8
tehom, and riialj . I have done this so as not to confuse the issue by
introducing too many problems at once. The first two words are variously
translated "without form and void" (RSV), "formless and empty" (NIV),
"formless and void" (NASB). 10 They have been forced into the "gap
theory," 11 according to which there was a long period of time between
verse 1 and verse 3. 12 If my exegesis of v 1 is correct, there is no basis for
such a theory. The word tehom has been taken as cognate with Akk.
Tielmat, and used as part of the theory that the creation story in Genesis
came from the Babylonian creation story. This deserves a separate treatment. 13 The word rfialj, like the word pneuma in the New Testament, can
mean either "wind" or "spirit/Spirit." The phrase raah'elohim can be
translated, "the spirit (Spirit) of God," "the wind of God," or even "a
mighty wind." I do not believe the creation story is essentially altered by
any one of these translations.
Latin Terms. The term "fiat" creation is used sometimes to suggest the
opposite of an evolutionary process. The word fiat comes from Latin; in
Gen 1:3 the Vulgate reads fiat lux, "Let there be light." There is an
important element here for exegesis, but it is sometimes obscured. Basically, fiat creation means that God's creation came into existence by His
word, "Let there be..." (cf. Ps 33:6-9; John 1:3; Heb 11:3). This will be
discussed more fully, below.
Another term frequently used is "ex nihilo creation." Ex nihilo also is
Latin and means "out of nothing." God created the world out of nothing.
This theory has encountered otljections; for one, "out of nothing comes
nothing." The objection, however, disregards the omnipotence of the
Creator. But the pre-existence of matter, i.e., that matter has existed from
all eternity, is certainly not a biblical view (cf. Col 1:12). 14 God "hangs the
earth upon nothing" (Job 26:7). But this deserves more careful treatment
(see below).
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THE CREATIVE WORK OF GOD
Light. The first creative act was to bring light into being (1:3). Without
light, all is darkness, as astronauts and space probes testify. The universe
is dark. Light comes from certain light-makers (Hebrew me' orot). Scientists theorize that these came from the "big bang," but they are unable to
explain the cause. The Bible says simply, "God said, 'Let there be light.' "
However, we should be slow to equate 1:3 with the "big bang." For one
thing, this is a scientific theory, and all such theories are subject to
revision or rejection by further scientific studies. Then, too, the creation
account in Genesis deals with Earth, and not with the Universe.
As far as Earth is concerned, there are two light-makers, the "sun" and
the "moon." Since everything is described phenomenologically, i.e., as it
appears to us on earth, these are both called "great"—which is phenomenally true, for they subtend the same angle. In a total eclipse, the
moon exactly covers the sun. One is "greater," for it gives light and heat.
Science tells us that the heat comes from nuclear fission, which is so hot
that it gives light. The "lesser" gives only reflected light, the sun's light
reflected from the moon's surface, and, when the moon is opposite the
sun, earth-light (earthshine) reflected from the moon. 15
The Bible does not say that God created the sun and moon on the
"fourth day"—but rather that He simply said, "Let there be lightmakers
in the sky." He also indicated another purpose besides giving light: they
were to become "signs and seasons and days and years" (1:14)—and they
have become such for peoples all over this planet.
Fiat creation. One point often overlooked has to do with the method of
creation. According to Gen 1, God did not "create" the sun, moon,
"firmament," the dry land, the vegetation, and the animals. That is to say,
these were not discrete activities or special creations. Rather, God brought
them into being by His word, "Let there be...." It is true that in some
instances, the original fiat is followed by the clause, "And (or so) God
made" (Hebrew wayya'as), but since the verb in the jussive (yehi) precedes the clause "so He made," good exegesis would suggest that the
verbal fiat was the manner in which God made the referenced item. Thus
in vv 6-7, 11-12, 14-16, 24-25 we find such sequences of word and result.
The jussive 16 forms of the Hebrew verb are not always identifiable by
morphology. In Genesis 1, in addition to yehi, the following are clearly
jussive in form: tadfe' (v 11) and tare' (v 24); yet in RSV and NASB,
twelve verbs (in NIV, eleven) are translated as jussives. Some of these are
imperfects with convertive waw; following a jussive, such a verb is to be
translated as a jussive. 17 Some have the same form in imperfect and in
jussive (e.g., yike.y a and yeopep [v 20]). As a matter of fact, to translate
v 9 "Let the waters be gathered together...and let dry land appear," has the
same meaning as to translate it, "Let the waters be gathered together... and
dry land shall appear."
`did and bard' . It is important to note, also, the verbs in the clauses
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that follow these jussives, since this will determine more precisely the
meanings of such verbs. In vv 7, 16, and 25 the verb is wayya' ag, "and he
made"; in v 21 the verb is wayyibrd "and he created." Since certain items
are the same in both parts of the statement (vv 20-21), we cannot make a
distinction between "create" and "made" with regard to the living creatures in the waters and the birds in the heavens. Moreover, since the
creation of land-animals (vv 24-25) is described by the verb wayya'ag
"and he created," whereas the "lower" forms of animal life (fish, fowl) are
described by the verb wayya'ai "and he created," it is impossible to
maintain that the verb bard' "create" implies a different kind of creative
activity than the verb 'did "make." As a matter of fact, both verbs are
used in the statement, "for in it [the seventh day] he rested from all his
work, which God created to make" (NIV "the work of creating that he had
done") (2:3).
It has sometimes been argued that the verb bard' is only used of divine
activity. God is always the subject (except, of course, when the verb is
passive, e.g. Ezek 21:35; Ps 102:19). But this is beside the point, for no
one is arguing that someone other than God did the creating. In the
creation account, God is likewise the subject of the verb 'cik I. Moreover,
the verb bard' in the Piel ("to cut, clear") is used with human subjects
(Josh 17:15; Ezek 21:19 [MT 24]; 23:47).
With regard to the creation of Earth, the planet on which God's
redemptive activity takes place, we can summarize by saying that it was
brought about by God's fiat, by His creative will, by His word. When we
come to the account of the creation of the Adam (hd edam), it is necessary
to examine the words and expressions more closely.
The Days of Creation. "Creationists" often stress the point that God's
creation took place in six days, defined even as "six twenty-four-hour
days." Now there should be no argument that Genesis presents the
creation story in six distinctly numbered days (1:5, 8, 13, 19, 23, 31), and
summarizes the creation and God's creation-rest, in 2:1-3. Moreover,
there is no other figure used in the Bible; it is either "six days" or an
indefinite statement, such as "in the day that the Lord God made the earth
and the heavens" (2:4b). In some passages, the creation, unmentioned,
stands in the background, e.g. "Six days you shall labor, and do all your
work; but the seventh day is a sabbath to the Lord your God" (Deut
5:13-14).
Responding to this line of reasoning, some have pointed out that, since
the sun was not created until the fourth day, there was no way of counting
days before that. To me, this is exegetical nonsense. The story is told, as
stories in novels once were told, by an all-seeing, all-knowing author. Not
only was there no one on earth to record the events of days one through
three; there was no one on earth until the afternoon 18 of the sixth day.
Either we accept the account as a revelation from God, or we reject it as
the imaginations of a human author. But, having accepted it as a revelation
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from God, we still must ask ourselves, What is God teaching us? Does He
intend these days to be interpreted as measured by the earth's rotation?
Possibly so.
The word "day" (Hebrew yom), as is generally recognized, has several
meanings: (1) the period of light, as opposed to darkness or night (e.g.
Gen 1:5; John 11:9); (2) the period comprising day and night (e.g. Gen
2:2), the 24-hour day; (3) an indefinite period, such as "the day the Lord
has made" (Ps 118:24); (4) a specific day or event, such as "the Day of
Atonement" (Lev 23:27), "the Day of preparation" (Mark 15:42); (5) a
long period of time, such as "the day of salvation" (2 Cor 6:2, referring to
this age of grace) or "as a thousand years" (2 Pet 3:8).
The "days" of Genesis 1 are evening-and-morning days. That is how the
word in context would have been understood by Israelites who heard or
read the creation account; that is how they were understood until dogmas
such as the evolutionary theory challenged a six-day, 144-hour creation.
The question, it seems to me, is not "what kind of days were they?" but
rather, "Why was the story cast in just this way?"
At this point, it is helpful to notice the structure of the story. There are
two groups of three, with obvious parallels:
Day 1, Light;
Day 4, Light-makers;
Day 2, separation of the "waters" above the raqia from those
below; 19
Day 5, the living things in the waters above (sky, fowl) and
those in the waters below (sea, fish);
Day 3, creation of dry land;
Day 6, Creation of land-animals and the Adam.
Further, on Day 3 the expression "and God said" occurs twice, and there
are two parts of the creation-activity: separation of water and dry land,
and formation of vegetation, whereas on Day 6 the expression "and God
said" occurs three times with corresponding acts (creation of animal life,
creation of man, establishment of man's dominion).
If the creation account in Genesis 1 was intended solely to stress the
time involved, why is there such an "artistic" arrangement? Given the
presence of this arrangement—in itself a "creation"—does it indicate to
us that the divine Author is trying to teach us something more than the
creation events? Why six days? Could God not have snapped His fingers
and brought the world into being? Certainly! Or perhaps He could have
gone about His work as some of us do ours: in bits and snatches with little
order, and lots of remodeling. Why the repetition of the clause, "And God
saw that it was good," and finally, "God saw all that He had made, an Lo!
it was very good" (1:31)? Exegesis must go behind the words—without
ignoring them!—and look for the intended message.
On this point there will be difference of interpretation: works of art
convey different messages to different receptors. Personally, I do not take
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it as a defeat if my interpretations are rejected by many. But I do object,
and very strongly so, if another interpreter insists that I must accept his or
her interpretation.
The Process of Creation. Since God did not create the world by a single
word, it follows that there was a process involved. A study of the creative
works on the successive days teaches that this process was orderly. In fact,
when the Concordist (Day-Age) interpretation was being worked out,
there were attempts to harmonize the "days" of creation with the geological ages. 20 Such attempts failed, because the harmony could only be
achieved by manipulating either the geological ages or the events of the
Genesis days. But the biblical account does reveal an orderly process that
involved time.
The biblical account also reveals that after the first ex nihilo creation,
i.e., the bringing into existence of matter, God proceeded thereafter to use
what He had already created to proceed to the next stage of creation. This
is more evident from the third day onward. The waters on Earth were
gathered together in order to let dry land appear (v 9). God commanded
the Earth to put forth vegetation (v 11), and this vegetation was given the
power to reproduce, "according to its kind" (v 12). God commanded the
waters of Earth to bring forth swarms of living creatures (v 20), and the
result was fish of the sea and fowl of the air, each "kind" with ability to
reproduce "according to its kind" (v 21). God commanded the earth to
bring forth living creatures (v 24). In no instance is there a new "out of
nothing" creation.
However, we have skipped over the commands to bring into existence
the "firmament" (v 6) and its lights (v 14). It is possible, I agree, to
assume that God did not use previously created matter to form these; it is
also possible to assume, on the basis of the other details of His creative
activity, that these were indeed formed out of material which He had
previously created. These are matters of interpretation. No one who holds
the Scriptures as authoritative can be excoriated for choosing one or the
other of these interpretations. Thus, if someone chooses to believe that the
sun and stars were made of matter flung into space by the "big bang," or
that Earth was formed of material that came from the sun, and Earth's
moon of material from Earth, this is not inconsistent with the other
creative acts in the Genesis account. It is incumbent on such a
one, however, to integrate this interpretation in a consistent view of the
"days." 21
The Creation of the Adam. Are there two accounts of creation? The
view that Genesis 1 and Genesis 2 are two different (and contradictory)
accounts of creation can be found in almost any critical treatment of
Genesis. 22 It is remarkable that critics can find editorial harmonizations of
many supposed discrepancies of little import in the history of the scriptural text, and yet allow the final redactors of the Pentateuch to let such
glaring contradictions remain in the story of creation. Much more cogent,
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in my opinion, is the view that these are not two independent accounts,
that they are not contradictory, but that Genesis 2-3 (the account of the
creation of the Adam and their fall) is a more detailed account of the
creation of Adam as told in 1:27-30. Obviously, 2:1-3 belong with the first
chapter, as indicated by 2:4, a clear break in the text. 23
If I am correct in my assumption that Genesis 2 is an enlargement of
1:27-30, then the details of Genesis 2 must be taken into account when we
attempt to interpret Genesis 1. Gen 2:5 reads, "In the day of [ = when] 24
Yahweh God's making of earth and heaven" (note the order!)—then
follows a parenthetical statement, vv 5-6, and the main clause is resumed
in v 7—"then Yahweh God formed the Adam dust from the ground, and
he breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and the Adam became
[wayekt le-] a living being."
It is important to note that the Adam was not made ex nihilo; rather,
God used previously existing material ("dust of the earth"). The verb
wayyis er "and he fashioned" is used of a potter and his products (Isa
29:16; Jer 18:4-6); it can also mean to fashion in the mind, to plan.
Therefore it is not necessary to conclude that God actually took dust in
His hands and shaped it as a potter shapes clay. The descriptions of God in
the Old Testament are frequently anthropomorphic, portraying God in
human form. As many expositors have noted, the resulting creature was
both dust and deity, dust from the ground and the breath of God.
My translation "the Adam" is based on Hebrew hcr Warn (1:27; 2:7-8).
We usually think of "Adam" as the male, and "Eve" as the female. 25 But a
careful reading of Gen 1:27-29 will show that "the Adam" is followed by
plural pronouns, "them," "you (p1.)." Furthermore, the structure of 1:27
indicates this same interpretation.
So God created the Adam in His image;
In the image of God created He him,
Male and female created He them.
As I understand this passage, it reveals to us something of the image of
God, for if the Adam was created in God's image, and if the Adam was
both male and female, 26 then it follows that both male and female
attributes are found in God. Furthermore, if the Adam who was created in
the image of God was a community of persons, that is to say two persons
in one, it tells me that the God in whose image the Adam was created is
also a community of persons. 27
Gen 2:21-23 likewise teaches that woman was not a separate creation,
but was "taken out of Man." 28 The stress put on "rib" by earlier expositors
does not impress me. For one thing, both "bone" and "flesh" are mentioned in Adam's statement, 2:23. Further, the meaning of ,s ad' is not
precisely defined (cf. BDB p. 854); it seems to indicate an integral or
essential part of a structure.
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CREATION AND EVOLUTION
Interpreting the Text. At the outset I differentiated between what the
Bible requires and what the Bible permits in matters of interpretation. The
biblical text requires all who accept it as authoritative to ascribe the
beginning of all things to God, specifically to God the Creator, who
revealed Himself in His creation, in the Scriptures, and finally in Jesus
Christ (Heb 1:1). It requires us (assuming that we accept its authority) to
differentiate between the Creator and Creation. 29 The universe is not
God, it is not an expression of God; it has been formed by God. The
human being is part of God's creative activity—the final stage in the
creative process, and that for which the previous activity was intended.
Even the sun, moon, and stars were intended to serve as indicators of
years and months and days, as times and seasons, for the use of the
human creature. But the human being is not God, but God's creature, and
by God's grace and adoption, God's child (John 1:12-13; Rom 8:14-17).
The creation account in Genesis also requires us to believe that God's
creative activity proceeded in orderly stages that extended over a period of
time, and that, having brought matter into existence ex nihilo, God
proceeded to use that matter for successive stages of creation by the power
of His word.
But the text also permits interpretations that are consonant with its
requirements. Upon such an exegetical and hermeneutical basis, it is not
impossible to harmonize the biblical account with certain evolutionary
theories. If evolution is defined in such way as to include God at every
stage, if it is described so that God is apart from His creation and yet
involved in the creative acts, if evolution is the manner in which God's
creative activity occurred, with the human being as the goal of the process
and not just an accident of random mutation, then it can be fitted into the
biblical account.
Two points, I think, must be kept in the forefront. First, biblical
exegesis must be based on the Bible, and must not simply be an attempt to
conform the biblical teachings to scientific hypotheses. Second, scientific
study must be freed of any a priori that renders it hostile to biblical study.
Terminology has been confused and confusing. Using terms from a
former age, evolution could be defined as atheistic, deistic, or theistic.
These terms are no longer definitive; what one person calls theistic is
deistic to another. 30 To avoid such unclarity, Ramm used the term progressive creationism. 31
Interpretation within Progressive Creationism. I now wish to offer
some examples of biblical exegesis and interpretation which take seriously the efforts of scientists. In these matters I recognize that Scripture is

infallible, but interpreters (myself included) are not.
For example, the "dust from the ground" which God used to create the
Adam (2:7) could be interpreted to mean previously existing forms of life,
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subhuman beings, which had been brought into being along with other
animals by progressive creation on the sixth "day." Scientists are convinced, on available evidence, that Earth is probably 4.5 billion years old,
and the Universe possibly five times as old. "Man," defined anthropologically (not biblically) is of the order of 2 million years. About
10,000 years ago, a sudden increase in intellectual activity began, sometimes defined as the "Neolithic Revolution," at which time man became a
food-producer, rather than a food-gatherer (hunter and fisher). 32 Some
scholars are inclined to place this revolution at the time of the advent of
Homo sapiens, the latest stage of evolution of the genus Homo.
To those who take both the biblical account and scientific methodology
seriously, it is important to attempt some way of handling each set of data
without compromising either. One approach would be to interpret Gen 2:7
to mean that God took a hominid and, by breathing into it the divine
spirit, created the Adam. 33 It is tempting to equate this with Homo
sapiens. However, a word of caution is needed. When we survey the past
attempts to equate biblical doctrines with scientific theories, the record is
indeed sad: the flat earth, the geocentric universe, the age-day attempt at
harmonizing Genesis 1 with geology—to mention but these three. Far
better, it would seem, to keep the two sets of data in separate but not
mutually exclusive compartments, so that future emendation may be
readily done if necessary.
There are certain extensions of such a theory that must be taken into
consideration. Was there only one pair that evolved into Homo sapiens? If
not, then polygenism must be examined, as certain Roman Catholic
scholars were doing a generation ago. 34 Was there intermarriage between
the man-like beings who were present on Earth with the Adamic beings
that resulted from God's special creation? Is this where Cain got his wife?
Does this lie behind the sons-of-God-daughters-of-men story in Gen 6:4?
Did the great Flood destroy those hominids who were not Homo sapiens,
or how and why did they disappear? Some of these questions are purely
scientific; some are biblical; but all of them involve the person who is
trying to take both the Bible and science seriously.
On a more theological level, what about passages such as Rom 5:12?
Does "death" mean physical death? The words of warning stated in Eden,
"in the day you eat of it [the tree of the knowledge of good and evil] you
shall die" (2:17), have to be interpreted in the light of Gen 3:16-17. If that
statement (2:17) had proved to be literally true, there would be no human
race today, for Adam and his wife would have died immediately. Theologians speak of a "federal headship," which is consistent with Rom
5:18. It is not those who are physically descended from Christ who
receive eternal life: therefore it is not necessarily those who are physically
descended from Adam who receive condemnation. Federal headship of
Christ may also imply federal headship of Adam.
To go a step further, "life," as it applies to the Adam, is described in
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2:7, "Yahweh God formed man of dust from the ground, and breathed into
his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living being." Life
resulted from the inbreathing of God into that which had been dust. Can
we then say that "death" is the removal of that breath of God? "You are
dust, and to dust you shall return" (3:19). 35 Is it possible to be medically
alive and biblically dead (Eph 2:1)? Such an interpretation would free us
from the unrealistic teaching that nothing or no one on Earth died before
Adam's fall. 36
God has revealed Himself in His world, as well as in His word. "The
heavens are telling the glory of God; and the firmament proclaims his
handiwork" (Ps 19:1). If this is true—and I believe it is—then it follows
that a reverent scientist who studies the heavens and the firmament should
come to an understanding of truth that is not incompatible with that which
a biblical student learns from the study of Scripture. I am assuming, of
course, that both persons are using complete disciplines, and not simply
selecting elements that will give them the desired conclusions. And if that
scientist and that biblical scholar have not yet arrived at total agreement,
this is but another indication of how large truth is and how limited our
comprehension of it.
I read somewhere of a biblical scholar who, defending a rigid creationist interpretation, agreed that Adam had a navel. God would have
created Adam so that he was at that stage of life which would be equal to
his apparent age. The same scholar claimed that the trees which God
created had annular rings equivalent to their apparent age even though
they were but a day old. 37 It seems to me that such reasoning involves
God in a moral problem. If a sincere, born-again believer, who is a trained
scientist, is pursuing scientific research, and the data which God has put
into His creation leads that scientist to a false conclusion, then God can be
faulted. Then the earth is not displaying His handiwork, but instead a
false caricature.
Creationism is a basic biblical subject—but it must be biblical creationism. The biblical scholar must not mock scientific method, of which
he has little or no knowledge. This in turn will, hopefully, lead to
appreciation of the biblical scholar by the scientist. After all, they are not
enemies. The scientist is seeking answers to the "what?" and "how?" of
creation; the biblical scholar is seeking answers to the "why?" At present,
we both "know in part" (1 Cor 13:12).

Notes

1. Many of the tenets of "Flood Geology," "Creation Science," and similar
The New Geology (Mountain View,

systems, are based on G. McCready Price,
CA: Pacific Press Publ. Assoc., 1923).

2. Significant passages are: Isa 40:26,28; 42:5; 45:18; Jer 10:12-16; Amos 4:13;
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Ps 33:6-9; 102:25; Job 38:4-38; 40:15-41:1-34; Neh 9:6; John 1:1-5; Acts 17:24-26;
Rom 1:20; Col 1:16-17; Heb 1:2; 11:3; Rev 4:11.
3. The word for "earth" in Hebrew is 'tires , which means the land beneath us,
as opposed to the sky above or the seas. It can refer to the whole of the planet, or
to as little as the piece of ground I live on. Hebrew rebel refers to the planet
Earth. There is no Hebrew word for "universe," hence "heaven and earth" refers
to the part of the universe that is seen, and 'olam (Modern Hebrew) implies
endless existence in time or space.
4.

Cf. Prov 8:26. The passage (8:22-29) is instructive.

5. The construct in Semitic languages is a means of expressing a genitival
relationship: "the man's son" in Hebrew would be "son-of [construct] the man."
6. In Akkadian, the verb in such a construction is in the subjunctive (i.e. a
dependent clause). Hebrew probably had a subjunctive at one time, since this
"mode" occurs in Ugaritic (C.H. Gordon, Ugaritic Textbook, [Rome: Pontifical
Biblical Institute, 1965] §9.7), Arabic, and Ethiopic, where the final vowels attest
its presence (cf. Gesenius' Hebrew Grammar, Ed Kautzsch/Cowley [Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1985] §106p).

7. The noun is not listed in BDB. It is cognate with Aramaic ' citar, Akkadian
akiru, Arabic 'ataru, etc., all meaning "place."
8. Cf. Isa 45:18. The stichoi are short and somewhat cryptic, but clear: "Not
empty [OW I created it; For habitation I formed it." God's creative work is not
complete until He has created the Adam.
9. Isaiah uses both words in a graphic description of utter desolation. cf. Isa
34:11-12.
10. Cf. Jer 4:23-26.
11. For a summary of works presenting the gap theory, cf. B. Ramm, The
Christian View of Science and Scripture (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdinans, 1955), pp.
195-210, and note 25 on p. 196.
12. The verb hayeti is sometimes translated "became," to support this theory,
(cf. Scofield Reference Bible not on Gen 1:2). However, this verb does not mean
"become" unless it is followed by the preposition le. (or sometimes ke-), cf. Gen
1:14, 29; 2:7; 3:22.
13. I accept the relationship of Hebrew tehom and Akkadian tiamat as cognate
words; this, in itself, is not a sufficient basis for making the biblical account
dependent on the Babylonian account. The 36 occurrences of this word in
Scripture should be studied, using a good concordance. For a careful study of the
Babylonian creation story, cf. A. Heidel, The Babylonian Genesis, 2d ed.
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1951).
14. The term "creator," used of God, does not mean that He simply arranges,
designs, constructs, but that He creates. To argue that the verb bara' means "to
create out of nothing," ignores the use of the word in context. The creation of
"man" (ha'adam), for example, was not out of nothing, but out of "dust from the
earth" (Gen 2:7).

15. The words for "sun" and "moon" do not occur in the creation account in
Genesis, perhaps, as one writer has suggested, because Sun and Moon were pagan
deities, and the biblical Author did not wish to lend support to such erroneous
ideas.
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16. The jussive usually expresses a mild command or wish (cf. Gesenius § 109a.)
In English it is usually translated by a clause beginning with "let," e.g., "let the

shorter persons stand in the front row." The jussive is usually in the third person;
in the first person, it is sometimes referred to as "cohortative," e.g, "Let us go
unto Bethlehem."

17. Cf. Gesenius §109f.
18. One scholar of the seventeenth century calculated that the creation of Adam
took place on October 23, 4004 B.C., at 9 a.m. "forty-fifth meridian time"—I
assume this means East Longitude, the approximate location of the garden of Eden
by his interpretation. Cf. B. Ramm, p. 174. But God created all the land animals
before creating Adam on that day, hence my term "afternoon."
19. raqta` is traditionally rendered "firmament." The root meaning is "spread
out," and "expanse" is a valid translation, as is "sky." To the people of biblical
times, the sky was solid, and the stars were set in it. Yet, they were aware of three
"heavens," one in which the stars were fixed, one in which there were
"wandering" stars (planets), and one in which the sun and moon made their
diurnal passages. They were even aware of the fact that the moon passed over the
sun, the planets passed over the sun and over the fixed stars, and the sun over the
fixed stars.
20. Cf. Ramm, pp. 211-229; E. K. Gedney, "Geology and the Bible," Modern
Science and Christian Faith, 2d ed. by A. E Everest (Wheaton, IL: Van Kampen
Press, 1950).

21. One possible means of accomplishing this would be to interpret the days as
times or means of God's revelation. P. J. Wiseman, e.g, considered the days of
Genesis 1 as the days on which God revealed the account of creation Creation
Revealed in Six Days (London: Marshall, Morgan & Scott, 1948). Another
possibility is to look upon the "days" as frames within which the story is told,
with no intended reference to time. I do not find either interpretation convincing.
22. Cf. Interpreter's Bible, I, p. 465.
23. The phrase 'elle toted& "these are the generations of occurs ten times in
Genesis, indicating a new "chapter" in the book, cf. 2:4; 6:9; 10:1; 11:10, 27;
25:12, 19; 36:1, 9; 37:2.
24. Hebrew beyom often means "when," an idiom found in other Semitic
languages.
25. The word Warn, without the definite article, occurs in 1:26, "Let us make
Adam...." The next time, in 3:21, "And the Lord God made for Adam and for his
wife...," where "Adam" has become his personal name.
26. I reject the idea that either Adam or God was hermaphroditic. The term
hermaphrodite has to do with reproduction, which is not under discussion here.
When it does come into the story (Gen 4:1) it is by the sexual union of Adam and
his wife.
27. In my opinion, this explains the use of the plural form ' elOhim with singular
verbs and adjectives. This is not a "plural of majesty," for the Israelite kings never
used a plural of majesty. I would prefer the term "plural of community," similar to

British expressions, "the government are," etc. The number of persons in the
community of the Godhead is not at this point revealed.
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28. The word for "Man" is 'II, possibly to bring out the play on words with
'isYs'a "woman." Hebrew 'Wain is cognate with 'ddeinwl "ground, soil, earth"; it
may be that 'I is used any confusion with 'dam&
29. Hence any form of Pantheism is to be rejected. God is immanent in His
creation, but He is distinct from it. He existed before it came into being. He did
not need to create; it was His will.
30. When I learned about Deism, it was the view that God (the First Cause)
started everything running ("would up on the clock," was a simile sometimes
used), and then left it to run itself. He was no longer involved in the world He
had brought into being.
31. B. Ramm, pp. 226-229.
32. Adam's sons, Cain and Abel, were food-producers (4:2). This by definition
puts them in the Neolithic Age.
33.

Some object to this on the ground that it involves a second "creation."

Actually, it assumes that God was actively involved in the creative process for this

entire period, with Adam as His ultimate creature, made in His own image.
34. Polygenism struggled with passages such as Rom 5:12. Those who were

willing to accept the theory that several "races" of man evolved, usually found a
solution in the concept of federal headship. In other words, Adam was our
representative; when he fell, we fell. We do not simply inherit a sinful nature; we
are born into a sinful world.
35. This would agree with biblical expressions such as "to give up the ghost"
(Gen 25:17; Mark 15:37).
36. A somewhat incredible extension of this theory is that lions and other
carnivora ate straw like the ox before Adam's fall. Did they then have to have an
entirely different digestive system after the fall?
37. I came across such theories when I was in college, nearly sixty years ago.
Ramm deals with such ideas and traces them to P. H. Gosse, but I have no
memory of that name; cf. Ramm, pp. 192- 195, for fuller discussion of the theory
that God "antiquated" His creation. This same view, called "appearance of age," is
presented as a biblical doctrine in H. M. Morris and J. C. Whitcomb, The Genesis
Flood (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books 1961), pp. 232-233.

We Have Found Water: Patriarchal
Paradigms
For Cross-Cultural Missions
A. H. MATHIAS ZAHNISER

In 1984 I participated in a task force, sponsored by the International
Mercy Corps, which looked at the plight of the Palestinians in the
territories occupied by Israel after the war of June, 1967. One of the
resource persons who helped us understand the situation was Rabbi
Yehezkel Landau, a representative of Oz va Shalom, a Jewish organization pushing for peaceful and just treatment of the Arabs within Israel.
Rabbi Landau suggested that there is more than one paradigm in the
Old Testament for relating to other inhabitants of the land which God had
promised Israel. In addition to the Joshua model of conquest and force
which modern Israel follows with a vengeance, there is what he called the
Patriarchal Model, exemplified by Abraham, a model of patient and
peaceful coexistence. Immediately, I felt the force of the paradigm, not
only as a model for Israeli-Palestinian relations, but also as a model for
any cross-cultural venture. After all, missionaries are usually "aliens and
sojourners" (Gen 23:4) in the lands which host them. This essay explores
the relevance for cross-cultural communication and witness of four narratives in Genesis: the separation of Abram 2 and Lot (13); the encounter of
Abraham and Melchizedek (14:13-24); Abraham's negotiation with the
Hittites for the Cave of Machpelah (23); and the struggle between Isaac
and the herdsmen of Gerar over water (26:12-33).
The essay adopts a literary and canonical perspective in its hermeneutic. That is, each narrative is studied inductively in order to discern
the intent of its final form in the canon of Scripture authoritative for
synagogue and church. While the critical theories about the origin and
development of the narratives are not ignored, I draw conclusions from
the text as Scripture given to "every generation of believers." 3
The essay will argue that the presentation of Abraham and Isaac as
models for how to relate to the people of the land of Canaan peacefully,
patiently, and constructively is an explicit intention of the narratives in
their canonical form. In spite of the fact that God has given them the land
A. H. Mathias Zahniser, Ph.D., is associate professor of world religions in the
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(13:14-17; 26:3-4), and in spite of the fact that Abraham is strong enough
to take it for himself (14:1-12), Abraham shows an amazing freedom to let
others choose (13:8-13) and to make contact with the spiritual traditions of
the people of Canaan (14:17-23). Abraham shows a peace-loving acceptance of the cultural forms of the people of the land (23). And Isaac, in a
way that is reminiscent of his father's own irenic persistence in digging
wells, wins the respect of his detractors (26:12-33). The promise to them
insures that God will give them land and progeny, but the assurance that it
is God's promise enables them in their best moments to rest on that
promise and proceed peacefully and persistently to accept the realities of
their lives as "strangers and sojourners" (23:4) among the people of the
land.
I have illustrated a possible application of each of the paradigms with
an important issue in the global mission of the Church: Abraham's
generosity to Lot suggests a model for ecumenical cooperation; the
patriarch's attribution of the name of a Canaanite deity to the Lord of
Israel models an appropriate theological contextualization; his negotiations with the Hittites for a place to bury his wife models an acceptance of
indigenous practices; and Isaac's response to the injustice and rejection of
Abimelech provides a paradigm for peaceful and patient response to
resistance and rejection.
The essay is offered in appreciation for the work of an esteemed
teacher, G. Herbert Livingston, whose analysis of narrative types in the
Pentateuch has contributed to its argument. 4
Since all four narratives involve, in one form or another, the triumph of
peaceful persistence in the face of events which could precipitate violent
rejection, the last model epitomizes all relations with the people of the
land. And thus, the delayed announcement of Isaac's persistent shepherds
symbolizes the ultimate victory of all paradigms of peace: "We have found
water!" (26:32).
COPING WITH CHOICES ABOUT TERRITORY
When the pressures of their growing wealth caused Abraham's herdsmen and Lot's herdsmen to quarrel over the grazing territory they shared,
Abraham decided to divide the land, giving Lot first choice. Lot seized
the opportunity without hesitation: "And Lot...saw that the Jordan valleys
was well watered everywhere like the garden of the Lord... so Lot chose
for himself all the Jordan valley," (13:10-12) leaving for Abraham the land
of Canaan.
Particularly where mission agencies proliferate in a common land,
mission across cultures involves choices about territory. To cope with the
problem, delegates at mission conferences in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries opted for ecumenical cooperation, developing the
concept of comity. According to this procedure, territory shared by
mission agencies would be divided, giving a sphere of influence to each.
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For most mission entities, according to Stephen Neill, the concept worked
well, but some agencies and individuals abused, circumvented or ignored
the practice. 6 The story of the separation of Abraham and Lot provides
contemporary mission organizations with a paradigm for ecumenical
cooperation in coping with choices about territory.
Three important movements make up the plot of the story: (1) Abraham
offers his kinsman, Lot, first choice in a division of the land of Canaan;
(2) Lot, ignoring the parameters of choice which Abraham offers, opts out
of the land of promise in response to the lure of a fertile valley exposed to
cities of sin; and (3) Abraham receives the whole of the land of Canaan
and a promise of progeny as numerous as the dust of the earth.
The opening verses of the passage suggest prosperity. When Abraham
and Lot return from Egypt to the land of promise, Abraham is very rich
and Lot, his kinsman, "also had flocks and herds and tents" (13:1-5). This
prosperity is evidence of the blessing referred to in the promise that forms
a leitmotif in the saga of Abraham and his descendents:
Go from your country and your kindred and your father's house
to the land that I will show you. And I will make of you a great
nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great, so that
you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and him
who curses you I will curse; and by you all the families of the
earth shall bless themselves (12:1-3).
In addition to evidence of divine blessing, the journey chronicled in the
early verses of the passage represents a restoration and renewal of the
patriarch's involvement in the land of promise. Two phrases in Gen 13:3
are parallel in structure: "to the place where his tent had been at the
beginning" (3b); and "to the place where he had made an altar at the first"
(4a). The parallel structure calls attention to the two phrases and to their
parallel components, place and beginning. They speak of restoration and
fulfillment, of homeland and worship.
But in spite of the potential salutary effects of return and restoration,
and because of their mutual prosperity, the kinsmen can no longer "dwell
together" (6a and 6b). 7
Abraham must divide the land with Lot (8). 8 The choice which Abraham offers Lot is clear from the passage itself. Abraham and Lot are
situated at "the place where his tent had been at the beginning, between
Bethel and Ai" (3), looking out over the land. References to "the land"
(hei'ares) abound in this brief chapter. 9 And, as we shall see below, it is
important for the reader/hearer to know that "the land" which is to be
divided between Abraham and Lot is the Land of Canaan.
We can discern from the story itself how Abraham intended to divide
the land. He says, "If you take the left hand, then I will go to the right; or
if you take the right hand, then I will go to the left"(9). Orientation
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eastward is assumed in Semitic directions, see wc7qedmei (forwards, 15),
west being behind one's back (' ahor) or toward the sea, as in weyammil
(seawards, 14). From this orientation one's right hand indicates the south
(here: hassemo1) and one's left, the north (here: wendnei). 10 Abraham
says to Lot, "Is not the whole land before you? Separate yourself from me.
If you take the left hand (north), then I will go to the right (south); or if
you take the right hand, then I will go to the left"(9). In other words,
Abraham has decided to divide the land into north and south, giving Lot
first choice as to whether he wanted northern Canaan with the Bethel-Ai
axis as southern boundary, or southern Canaan with that axis as northern
boundary." The irony of the story arises when Lot makes his choice.
He ignores the promised land altogether, opting for the verdant Jordan
valley, leaving the whole of Canaan to Abraham. Lot accepts Abraham's
offer to choose, ignoring the parameters of choice. The story does not
suggest at all that his kinsman took the best land, leaving Abraham with
the dry and unfertile remainder. Rather, the narrator makes clear that Lot
has opted for a paradise infected with temptation. To be sure, he chose the
most luxurious part of the area: "And Lot lifted up his eyes, and saw that
the Jordan valley was well watered everywhere like the garden of the Lord
. . ." (10). But the structure of the narrative presentation of Lot's choice is
instructive:
And Lot lifted up his eyes
and saw the whole of the Jordan valley
that it was everywhere well watered
before the Lord destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah
like the garden of the Lord
like the land of Egypt
in the direction of Zoar (13:10). 12
In the middle of the description of this well-watered garden of Eden,
stands a reminder of the fate of its cities. Even the reference to the land of
Egypt suggests to Hebrew readers and listeners both a well-watered valley
and a land of slavery. The structure of verse 12 makes clear that the choice
of Lot is to be contrasted with that of Abraham, as the land of Canaan is
contrasted with the cities of the Jordan valley: "Abram dwelt in the land of
Canaan, while Lot dwelt among the cities of the valley..." (12).
Verse 13 makes explicit what the narrative style foreshadows: "Now the
men of Sodom were wicked, great sinners against the Lord." Abraham
never offered Lot the verdant valley over against the arid hill country, he
offered to share with him the land of Canaan. In his departure to dwell
among the more promising cities of the valley, Lot opted out of the
promised land. 13
Abraham's effort to end strife by dividing the land and his generosity in
giving his kinsman the first choice 14 appear thwarted by Lot's response to

25

We Have Found Water: Patriarchal Paradigms

the lure of the well watered "garden of the Lord"(10), and blatant disregard for Abraham's terms of choice. Nevertheless, God's plans are not
thwarted and His promises are renewed. Just as the chapter begins in hope
of restoration and renewal, an act of settlement and an act of worship
(13:1-4), so the chapter ends with the restoration of the promise (14-17), 15
renwalofthgi nd(17),setlmi8andctof
worship (18b).
Finally, through the parallels in and around the two passages of direct
address, 16 the story suggests that in his generous treatment of Lot (8-9)
Abraham acts in the way the Lord would act (14-17). He offers Lot half the
land, while the Lord promises Abraham the whole land. Abraham says,
"Is not the whole land before you?" (9) and the Lord says, "For all the
land which you see I will give to you..."(15). The stress on the whole
land is suggested in both passages by specifying of directions, in the
first by the directions left (hakfemo' 1) and right (hayydnitn), and in the
second by the directions, "toward the north" (sdpond), "toward the south"
(wanegba), "toward the east" (waqedmd), and "toward the west"
(wayammd).

In fact, the whole of v 14 through 18 have striking parallels in vv 10
through 13. The phrase, "And Lot lifted up his eyes and saw the whole
Jordan valley," in v 10 is paralleled by the divine command in v 14, "Lift
up your eyes and see...that all the land...." The initiative taken by Lot (11)
in response to Abraham's offer of choice is contrasted with God's imperative to Abraham, "Arise, walk..." (17). The promise of future progeny in
the land (15, 16) parallels the reminder of the destruction of the cities of
the valley (10; see also 13). Just as Lot "chose for himself (wayyibhar 16)
all the Jordan valley, and...journeyed east (11)," so the Lord told Abraham, "Arise, walk through the length and the breadth of the land, for I
will give it to you" (17). The last clauses of verse 12 and verse 13 are
parallel to verse 18: "and [Lot] moved his tent (wayye'ehal) as far as
Sodom; and the men of Sodom are evil and sinners to the Lord—bad
ones" 17 (wehatta'Im IaYHWH me'ocl) (12c-13); "So Abraham moved his
tent (wayye'ehal), and came and dwelt by the oaks of Mamre, which are at
Hebron; and there he built an altar to the Lord" (wayyiben sam mizbealj
laYHWH) (18). These parallels suggest that the storyteller intends to point
out that Abraham, in acting like his Lord, provides a model of self-giving
for the people of Israel, who are to be a "kingdom of priests and a holy
nation" (Exod 19:6). And, since Abraham is clearly a New Testament
model as well, this passage becomes paradigmatic for every generation of
believers. 18
The freedom to let others choose is a vulnerable freedom. But such
generosity mimes God's own and trusts ultimately in His promise—even
when plans run amuck. Granting freedom and responding freely are what
inheriting promises is all about.
As tensions resulted from the blessing of God in the lives of Abraham
-

-
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and Lot, so tensions have resulted from the many mission agencies that
have begun work in the same territory. For example, in the mid-nineteenth
century, when English Bishop G. A. Selwyn founded the Melanesian
Mission in the Southwest Pacific, he was in full agreement with the
concept of missionary comity. One of his founding principles was "never
interfere with any Christianization already undertaken by any religious
body or sect whatsoever." 19 The Anglican Melanesian Mission practiced
this during the first half century of relatively slow growth in their territory.
But during the period Darrell L. Whiteman has called the "era of missionary penetration" (1900-1942), when the mission was experiencing gratifying growth, the "proselyting monopoly" of the mission was suddenly
eclipsed by the influx of competing mission groups. Most of the newcomers were completely unencumbered by any principle of comity and
the Melanesian Mission was forced to compete on all fronts. Denominationalism provided a convenient structure to perpetuate indigenous quarrels and traditional divisions in Melanesian society. 20 One mission even
built blatantly competitive schools on either side of those established by
the Melanesian Mission. 21 Although the Melanesian Mission decided it
had to enter into competition with competing missions, in fact it continued to concentrate almost exclusively on the territories where it had
always worked.
Nevertheless, under the leadership of a variety of bishops, 22 and
blessed by the gracious emergence of an indigenous evangelistic brotherhood, 23 the Melanesian Mission contributed significantly to the
emergence of a truly Melanesian Christian community. Their choices
about territory were ignored or circumvented by others who, for reasons
of their own—expanding their own territory or making every territory
unsafe for heresy—took advantage of the system or circumvented it
altogether. If the mission did not go on as a paragon of virtue, it did
amount to a paradigm of grace. It contributed to the emergence of an
imperfect but increasingly indigenous Christian community among the
people with whom they have born witness for nearly a century and a half.
A part of the reason may lie in their participation in an Abrahamic
paradigm of peace. 24
This Abrahamic paradigm suggests that to ignore the parameters of
choice for reasons of self-indulgence courts disaster and can remove one
from participation in the ongoing purposes of God. But the paradigm also
suggests that the blessing of God and a renewal of the assurance of His
promises arises out of a situation where his own kind of generosity is
exercised and faithfulness is maintained even in the face of a surprising
lack of responsibility.
ADJUSTING TO INDIGENOUS THEOLOGIES
According to Mircea Eliade, the "almost universal belief in a celestial
divine being, who created the universe and guarantees the fecundity of the
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earth [is] quite beyond doubt." 25 And Raffaele Pettazzoni has shown that,
in addition to celestial "high gods," there are some "supreme beings"
which are oriented toward the earth. 26 Abraham's encounter with
Melchizedek, king of Salem (14:17-24), suggests that the belief of a
people outside the biblical tradition in a creator God may be an important
point for theological contextualization. 27
Chapter 14 begins like an ancient Near Eastern chronicle, "In the days
of Amraphel king of Shinar..." (1). Verses 1 through 11 report the great
successes of Chedorlaomer and the three kings associated with him in
putting down rebellion (4-7) and defeating the kings of the five city-states
in the Valley of Siddim (8-11). 28 The reader/auditor of the chronicle is
made privy to the awesome power of the four rulers from afar as they
subdue a long list of peoples and humiliate the five kings from Sodom to
Zoar, some of whom fall clumsily into bitumen pits and others flee
chaotically into the hills. In fact, the chronicle appears to have little to do
with the protagonists of Genesis until, rather suddenly, Lot, "the son of
Abram's brother," turns up among the booty which is carried off by the
escaping northern hosts. 29
In response, Abraham, in a way reminiscent of the great deeds of the
Judges, combines his forces, including some 318 choice and trusted
warriors, chases the escaping victors, routs the mighty kings at Hobah,
north of Damascus, and returns with spoils of war—including his liberated kinsman, Lot.
After his return, Abraham is received warmly by the king of Sodom;
and the priest of El Elyon ('el `ely6n), God Most High, blesses the
victorious patriarch, serving bread and wine, in the name of the pagan
god he serves. Abraham responds by giving the king a tenth of all the
spoils of war, a generous gesture which elicits a disclaimer from the king
of Sodom who would be content with merely the return of his citizens.
But Abraham will take nothing that belongs to the king lest it be noised
about that he has become wealthy at the king's expense. Abraham swears
he will take only what has already been consumed and a share for the men
who fought with him (17-24). Here again we have the great and gracious
patriarch, this time defeating enemies of the land of Canaan and dealing
with its people in magnanimity and confidence.
But an interesting detail of the narrative can hardly escape its reader/
hearer: when Abraham swears by the Lord, he also swears by the pagan
god served by Melchizedek, "El Elyon, maker of heaven and earth" (19
and 22). 30
Thus, the ancient patriarch, or a later narrative theologian, sees a
correlation between the Canaanite deity, El Elyon, and Yahweh, the God
of Israel. Brueggemann treats this passage as evidence that Scripture
dares to claim that the God who calls Abraham and gives Isaac is indeed
the God worshiped in Canaan as the God of fertility even though the
Canaanites did not know his true name. The Canaanites worshiped him as
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"Most High God," but it was the liberated Israelites who knew his
name. 31
Evidence from ethnology and the cross-cultural study of religion, 32
alongwithebcvonsthapelr"cdinthmageof
God" (Gen 1:26-27) and that "God has put something in the created
order" 33 to draw people to Himself (Psa 19:1), suggest that the kind of
theological contextualization that emerges in this patriarchal paradigm
ought to be possible among just about all peoples. 34 The experience of
Vincent Donovan with the Masai of East Africa offers a contemporary
example of adjustment to, and transformation of, an indigenous theology.
When Donovan decided to take the gospel message, unadorned with
other gifts and services, directly to the proud Masai of East Africa, he
found that in order to communicate he had to listen and learn. One thing
he learned was that the Masai could talk about a Supreme Being. "For the
Masai," he discovered, "there is only one God, Engai, but he goes by
many names." 35 Two of the many convictions they have about this High
God are that he 36 dwells beyond the pale blue dome of sky, beyond its
deepest patches of blue; and that "he loved rich people more than poor
people, healthy people more than sick...loved the Masai more than all the
other tribes, loved them fiercely, jealously, exclusively." 37 Engai was
both far beyond the earth and its limitations and "trapped" as the tribal
god of the Masai. While Donovan had to admit that his people had also
treated the High God as though He were their own, he invited the Masai to
join him in seeking out the High God, freeing Him from the Masai,
freeing the Masai to love all people.
In the process, the Masai learned also that Engai was not only as high
as they thought, and less uniquely their own God than they thought, but
also much more involved with them than they had expected. A Masai
elder who had become the priest's teacher put it this way:
You told of the High God, how we must search for him, even
leave our land and our people to find him. But we have not done
this. We have not left our land. We have not searched for him.
He has searched for us. He has searched us out and found us.
All the time we think we are the lion. In the end, the lion is
God. 38
Not every person or community to whom the cross-cultural witness
goes will have a concept of God ready-made for the communication of the
gospel, but most will. We must dare to find that point of contact for
communication; for the Most High God who made the heavens and the
earth is the Lord.
CONFORMING TO LOCAL CUSTOM IN THE CRISES OF LIFE
Death strikes close to home and can be a better bridge than even an
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indigenous theology. There is very little that unites people more closely
than an experience of suffering as intense as bereavement. The acceptance
of indigenous practices at such a time helps the missionary identify with
the indigenous people. Not only does the burial of Sarah in the Cave of
Machpelah (23:1-20) represent a permanent commitment to the people of
the land at a time of human vulnerability and solidarity, it demonstrates
the accommodation of the patriarch to the cultural traditions of the Hittites
among whom he lived as an alien and a pilgrim. 39 The incident of
Abraham's patient and humble negotiations for a burial site for Sarah
provides a model for identification with "the people of the land"
(23:7,12,13).
Sarah captures the attention of the reader at the outset of the chapter.
Through the presentation of her age, the repetition of the phrase "years of
the life of Sarah," the place of her burial, and the completion of her
husband's full rites of mourning, 40 the reader/hearer senses the significance of the patriarch's loss and its pain. The complete absence of her
name in the long negotiation with the Hittites in favor of frequent references to Abraham's "dead," preserves the fragile protection against
unbearable agony which such institutions effect. Sarah's name emerges
again in verse 19 where her actual burial functions with the first two
verses as an inclusio for the story of her buria1. 41
The narrative of negotiation abounds with evidence of Abraham's close
adherence to custom in this most intense of life crises. Beginning at verse
3, the repetition of certain features of the narrative provide clues to the
structure of the negotiation. First of all, the parallels and contrasts of the
four verses which begin with the verb, wayyciqom ("And he arose" [3,7,17
and 20]) offer a hint that we are dealing with stages of Abraham's
negotiation with the Hittites. Verse 7 adds wayyistahu ("and he bowed")
to its wayydqam; and adds 'am ha' ares ("people of the land") to its
mention of the Hittites. The verb wayyedabber ("and he said") also occurs
in both verses.
In fact, vv 3-6, and 7ff. represent two stages of the negotiation. The
first stage involves merely the privilege of burying Sarah on land belonging to the Hittites. The second involves the more delicate task of obtaining
the specific cave which Abraham wants from its owner, Ephron, the
Hittite. Verse 12 also features the verb used in v 7, wayyistahil. And the
verb used in both vv 3 and 7, wayyedabber, occurs at the outset of v 13.
These parallels signal (in spite of the omission of wayytiqom) another
stage in the negotiations. Verses 12-16 treat the coming to terms and the
paying of the full price for Ephron's property. Verse 17 also begins with
wayytiqom, but clearly does not mean "Abraham arose and...." Rather it
should be translated, "So the field went over to Abraham..." which,
according to Gene M. Tucker, is equivalent to "a transfer clause in an
actual contract." 42 Here the verb signifies the final stage of the transaction
(17-18), the ratification of the contract 43 in the presence of the Hittites and
-
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all the people who "enter the gate of the city." 44 The occurrence of
wayydqom in v 20 is treated below.
There is a plethora of occurrences of words from the Hebrew root,
GBR, "grave," "bury" (4, 6, 8, 9, 11, 13, 15, 19, 20). 45 All parties to the
negotiation see this as significant. The constant reminder of the purpose
for the negotiation heightens its importance and solemnity and deepens
the potential identification with the people of the land. It also contributes
to the irony and force of the event since it increases the awareness of the
vulnerability of Abraham and thus the impact of the price he eventually
agrees to pay for the burial ground.
Judging by its repetition and use, another prominent word in the
negotiations, "give" (4, 9 [2x],11 [3x], and 13), contributes to the almost
humorous irony of the transactions. 46 In the ritualized generosity of this
formal transaction, "give" serves as a euphemism for sell, and "take,"
mentioned but once (13 [RSV "accept"]) when Abraham urges Ephron to
take the money for the land, turns out to be the order of the day. Ephron,
who finally offers a definite price for the land, culminates this ritualized
generosity by acting as though to do so is a mere trifle: "My Lord, listen
to me! A piece of land priced at 400 shekels—what is that between you
and me?" (15). 47 Any reader with the requisite cultural background can
hear Abraham saying, "A lot! " 48 Four hundred shekels for a piece of land
like Ephron's is exorbitant. Jeremiah paid 17 shekels for a field (Jer 32:7)
and the King, Omri, paid 6,000 shekels for the whole area on which
Samaria was to stand (1 Kgs 16:24).
In light of the intricacies and artifice of the negotiations, it is also
startling that Abraham accepts the price suggested by Ephron without
hesitation of any kind. In fact, this is just one of several indications in the
passage that Abraham is going overboard to court the cooperation of the
Hittites in general whom he begs to intercede for him with Ephron. He
refers to himself at the outset as ger wetosab (4a), "a stranger and a
sojourner among you," 50 a category of persons who, in contrast to the
"natives" or "the local people" (`am hdares, 7, 12 and 13), apparently did
not have the right to acquire property by means of a standard transaction,51 or at least did not have any land to use for the burial of their dead.
Abraham appeals to the circumstances surrounding his request, the burial
of his dead, an appeal likely to influence the Hittites, and an appeal to
which they frequently refer as well. Furthermore, the patriarch bows to
the people of the land at two important points in the negotiations (7,12)
out of thanks, respect and/or adherence to custom. Finally, the narrator is
elaborate in noting that, "Abraham agreed with Ephron; and Abraham
weighed out for Ephron the silver which he had named in the hearing of
the Hittites, four hundred shekels of silver, according to the weights
current among the merchants" (16). 52
Finally, vv 19 and 20 close out the account. Verse 19, forming an
inclusio with the first two verses, closes the narrative as a story of the
-
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burial of Sarah. But verse 20, a kind of repetition of vv 17-19, closes the
story again. Beginning with another wayydqom ("So the field
became... 53), it ends with bene-het ("the Hittites"). The delay of bene-het
to the very end of the narrative stresses precisely this ethnic community.
Just as verse 19 closes the story as a narrative about the death and burial of
Sarah, so verse 20 closes the narrative as a record of Abraham's negotiation with the Hittites. 54
Like Abraham's interaction with the king of Sodom (14:17-24), his
deliberations with the Hittites in this chapter can be treated as a
"Covenant Negotiation," a type of story, according to Livingston,
"concerned with relationships between ethnic groups, which may be
made harmonious if a covenant can be made between them." 55 Clearly,
the story intends to provide a model for God's people who, by creative
conformity to custom at a time of vulnerability and crisis, can effect
harmonious relations with the people of the land.
Dr. George Hartley, a Methodist medical missionary to Liberia, discovered this patriarchal paradigm in the crucible of grief. According to an
African tale polished by repetition, Hartley resided on a hill in a bungalow of his own with his wife and one small son. He was well removed
from the village both physically, culturally and spiritually, for none of the
villagers seemed at all interested in the message of salvation. One very
sad day the young couple's only child died of malaria. The missionary
went to the village carpenter to have a small coffin made for the child's
body. After the coffin was ready, the carpenter accompanied the missionary and his wife with the remains of their son to the burial spot outside the
village near their house. At the outset, neither parent showed any emotion; for the wife had already spent herself in weeping and the husband
had not yet begun. Their stoical demeanor seemed rather peculiar to the
African whose own mourning traditions allowed deep and intense emotional expressions of grief.
When the missionary began to read the prayer book slowly in the
performance of his duties at his son's grave, it seemed perfunctory to the
African carpenter. Then suddenly, in the midst of the verses of Scripture
he was reading, the missionary collapsed over the coffin of his child in
agonizing, tearful convulsions of grief. While the bereaved father wept
out of control, the African carpenter ran back to his village proclaiming to
everyone who would listen, "White men also cry!"
Many villagers accompanied the carpenter back to the grave where the
father, slumped over the remains of his son, still sobbed with grief. But
now the Africans joined the white couple in the mourning, blending the
sound of their own funeral drums and dancing with those of the sobbing
father. In the aftermath of this human crisis, the village people became
interested in the Gospel of Christ and a church was formed among them.
Through negotiations congruent with the customs of the Hittites, Abraham obtained a place to bury the wife he grieved. In doing so, he
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established himself in the land. Dr. Hartley's grief, with the help of the
carpenter, brought the African villagers and their mourning customs to
Hartley, who, established in the land as a fellow human sufferer, was able
to bring the church of Jesus Christ to the African village. 56
PERSISTENCE AND PEACE-MAKING IN THE FACE OF INJUSTICE
AND REJECTION
In a creative and perceptive essay on the future of the Christian world
mission in Asia, Kosuke Koyama suggests that the West has been "both
gun (wounding) and ointment (healing) for the East." 57 When Alfonso de
Albuquerque began his assault on the fortress of Malacca on behalf of the
Portuguese spice trade, he encouraged his men with the assurance that the
Lord was blinding the judgment and hardening the heart of the king of
Malacca, an obvious reference to the liberation of Israel and the hardening of Pharaoah's heart. But Koyama argues that it was Alfonso's heart
that was hardened in two ways. The guns he carried on his fleet symbolized that his heart had been hardened by greed and hatred for Muslims,
and the cross perched high above his fleet symbolized the further hardening that resulted from using a biblical paradigm to justify his conquest. 58
Howdeknhicpargmtose?WhynJua
paradigm of conquest? Why the peace and patience of Abraham? We
choose with Koyama on the basis of the crucified mind. We choose out of
the paradigm of the Anointed One who was wounded: "The missionary
ointment itself, then, can be fragrant only in so far as the fragrance of
Christ is in it...." 59 That very fragrance graces our final paradigm.
In Genesis 26 we find Isaac rejected by Abimelech, the king of the
Philistines, who commands the patriarch, "Go away from us" (16). 60
Afterbingujslyocdawfrmtesolwhicyad
dug themselves, the persistence of Isaac's entourage in opening yet
another old well paid off. That last well, to be named Rehoboth, was not
disputed by the herdsmen of Gerar; God had finally given them
Lebensraum. In the end, the two princes made peace at the invitation of
Abimelech (28-31), the dryness of their alienation having been watered by
the kindness of Isaac (30). The final phrase of the episode becomes both
its theme statement and an epigram for all the paradigms we have
examined: "We have found water!" (v 32). 61 Patient, persistent response
can turn what looks like rejection into blessing.
In digging wells tenaciously, Isaac is re-living the patient persistence of
his father, Abraham, who had already made a covenant with Abimelech
over disputed water rights at Beer-sheba (21:22-34). In both parallel
narratives there is a recognition of prosperity, a conflict over water, and a
covenant leading to peace.
In fact there is additional evidence in chap. 26 that the narrator intends
to remind the reader/hearer of Abraham while hearing about Isaac. In a
theophany (1-5) God promises Isaac what he has promised Abraham

We Have Found Water: Patriarchal Paradigms

33

before him. The rationale for the blessing connects Isaac with Abraham,
"because Abraham obeyed my voice and kept my charge, my commandments, my statutes, and my laws" (5). In addition, both patriarchs try to
pass their beautiful wives off as their sisters under threat of their lives
(6-11; 12:10-16; 20:1-7). 62 Even the order of the events is similar although
it is interrupted by additional material 63 in the case of Abraham: a
promise of blessing (1-5; 17:1-21); a stratagem of protection (6-11; 20:1-7);
and a covenant of peace (12-33; 21:22-34). 64 Finally, in this chapter,
virtually the only material in the Torah about Isaac, Abraham is mentioned eight times (1, 3, 5, 15, 18, 18, 24, 24), including specific
references to Abraham's wells (15, 18, 18). 65 There is a sense in which
this chapter about Isaac is a part of the Abrahamic cycle. 66
Although he is forced into the land of Gerar by famine (1), a land which
the Lord promises to him (2), Isaac prospers to the extent that the
Philistines become jealous, causing Abimelech to reject him: "Go away
from us; for you are much mightier than we" (12-16). Whatever else those
marching orders may have meant, they clearly testify to the prosperity
that attends Isaac under the blessing of the Lord. 67 In contrast with his
father's fate, when Isaac's stratagem to protect himself by claiming that
his wife is his sister is found out, Abimelech grants him the protection
that enables him to prosper among the Philistines. Brueggemann suggests
that a comparison of these three "type stories" 68 points to the blessing of
wealth which Isaac enjoys. 69
The use of the root GDL three times in v 13 suggests that the narrator
intends to focus on the intensity of Isaac's wealth: "The Lord blessed him
(12c), and the man grew rich (lit. great) (wayyigdal) and kept on growing
richer (lit. greater) and richer (lit. greater) (wayyelek halok wegadel) until
he was very rich (lit. great) (`ad kl gadel me' od)." 70
Critics have noted that the description of Isaac's wealth is hardly that of
a small cattle nomad. But it appears that the purpose of the narrative is not
to present a consistent image of the small cattle nomad, 71 but to show how
men of power and wealth can still do what is necessary to get along with
others in the same land. Here again, reading the narrative canonically
helps us get at the meaning of the Scripture for every generation of
believers. Just as Abraham's victory over the four kings who carried Lot
off (14:1-11) contributes to the reader/hearer's appreciation of his voluntary submission to the traditions of the Hittites (23:1-20), so here the
presentation of the wealth and blessing of Isaac increases the impact of his
ability to exercise irenic patience and restrained persistence in making
peace; he could have done otherwise. The greatness of Isaac grew out of
the Lord's blessing and did not lead "to the extension of his domain or to
victory over his opponents, but to final peace." 72
A literary analysis of Genesis yields confirmation that Genesis 26
intends to present Isaac as a model for interpersonal and intercommunal
relationships. The chapter separates two stories of fraternal strife. The
-
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first in Gen 25: 29-34 tells the story of Jacob's taking advantage of his
famished brother to buy his birthright (bekoril), and the second in Genesis
27 (1-40) narrates the deception of Jacob in acquiring his brother's blessing (bera-ka). The assonance of the two words (belcora and beraka)
suggests that the two stories belong together, having been deliberately
separated by Genesis 26. In addition, since chap. 26 reveals no knowledge of the twin brothers, the chapter probably belongs sequentially to the
period in which Isaac and Rebecca had no children. According to Stanley
Walters, Genesis 26 "stands precisely where it does in order to function as
a paradigm, a counter-paradigm for inter-personal relationships, to the
duplicitous and destructive pattern shown in chaps. 25 and 27." 73 Furthermore, chap. 26 stands second in the Jacob cycle (Gen 25-35), balancing palistrophically74 the next-to-last chapter of the cycle (34), which
features the duplicitous defeat of the inhabitants of Shechem by the sons
of Jacob in the wake of the defiling of their sister, Dinah. It, therefore,
serves as a contrasting paradigm for relating to the people of the land.
Livingston considers the closing episode of the chapter (26-33) a
"Covenant Negotiation," a story which, as we mentioned above, almost
always takes place between ethnic or intertribal groups. 75 Here again, we
have evidence that the narrator intends this story as a paradigm for crosscultural or inter-ethnic relations.
Isaac's servants have dug another well (25b). Suddenly Abimelech and
his entourage, including military officers, arrive on the scene. The reader
is prepared to see Isaac and his company dispossessed of their wells once
again. To our surprise, on their own initiative, Abimelech and his men ask
for a covenant (berit), and the two parties eat together to seal the agreement. After the departure of Abimelech and company (26-31), the narrator concludes his story of cross-cultural well digging: That same day
Isaac's servants came and told him about the well which they had dug, and
said to him, "We have found water" (32).
Hebrew narrative makes its points subtly and indirectly. One way it
does this is by the juxtaposition of images. Here the well narrative is
interrupted by the berit with Abimelech, and only then comes the good
news, "We have found water." Evidently the story intends the well and its
gift of water to be a symbol of the life which amicable relationships
between peoples bestow on a society. Again, following Walters's careful
reading of the text, this is the third use of masa' ("find") in the story (see
also 12 76 and 19). The two-word report, masa'nu mayim (We have found
water!), captures graphically and cryptically the narrative's relentless
insistence that the way to life is a determination to follow the promiseand-command ("Stay in the land," [21) with patience and persistence in
peace-making.
There are few people whose mission careers have been more fully
permeated with the fragrance of the patience of Isaac and the suffering of
Christ than Adoniram Judson (1788-1850). A brilliant and precocious
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student, Judson graduated from Brown University at the age of nineteen,
valedictorian of his class. After completing seminary, Judson sailed for
India in 1812 expecting a fruitful career. That voyage began the long series
of rejections and setbacks that became his life. Immediately upon arrival
in India, he was ordered to leave. After losing a child at sea he began
work in Rangoon, Burma, where he labored with the language and
mission for seven years before he baptized his first convert. The king of
Burma, a firm believer in non-theistic Theravadin Buddhism, rejected
him because he believed in one eternal God. Later he was incarcerated by
the Burmese for twenty-one months under indescribable conditions as
part of a group of human sacrifices Burma intended to offer as insurance
for victory over the British with whom they were at war. 77 His wife, who
gave birth during his imprisonment, suffered during this time from
malaria, smallpox and spotted fever. Whenever she was conscious and not
delirious she clung to the promise, "Call upon me in the day of trouble: I
will deliver thee, and thou shalt glorify me." To Judson's great sorrow,
both his wife and child died within six months of his release.
After the war Judson, now released by the victorious British, served as
an interpreter in negotiating peace between the British and the Burmese.
He went on to translate the Bible into Burmese, publish a grammar of
the Burmese language and complete most of a comprehensive EnglishBurmese dictionary. When in 1850 he died at sea, buried without a prayer,
he had, in addition to his other setbacks, lost two wives and several
children. At the same time, however, the Burmese church had seven
thousand members. 78 By the early 1980s there were some 900,000
believers in the Christian community that Judson had birthed. 79 Adoniram
Judson, wounded for the Anointed One, lived out the paradigm of patient
endurance.
CONCLUSIONS
This essay has attempted to demonstrate the paradigmatic significance
of some Old Testament patriarchal episodes for cross-cultural mission.
The cross-cultural application of these stories is not just one possible
application. Rather, it emerges from the analysis as a primary application
of all four narratives which we have discussed.
Three of them contain what Livingston has designated Covenant Negotiations (14:12-24; 23:1-20; 26:1-33). This narrative type treats "relationships between ethnic groups, which may be made harmonious if a
covenant can be made between them." 80
Three of the narratives contain other literary clues indicating that their
purpose involves modeling constructive behavior among the people of the
land. In the first narrative (13:1-18) the parallels between the choice
offered Lot by Abraham and the gift of the land offered Abraham by the
Lord, suggested Abraham as a model for Israel and every generation of
believers. The prominence of the Hittites in the narrative of the purchase
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of the cave of Machpelah, and the fact that the second conclusion of the
story ended with a reference to them, suggested that Abraham's dealing
with them was important to the narrator. The position of chap. 26 between
two unfortunate interpersonal paradigms, and its position corresponding
to chap. 34 of Genesis, an opposite paradigm for treating the people of the
land, again points to the narrator's intention to present Abraham and Isaac
as models for "strangers and sojourners."
Abraham and Isaac are not weak people who have no choice but to
cooperate. Rather they are portrayed as strong, wealthy and prosperous,
their penchant for generosity, accommodation, negotiation and patience
being a function of their determination to follow promise and command, a
position that is frequently reinforced by promise and blessing..
The incident of Abraham's dividing the land with his kinsman, Lot,
suggests that disputes over land should be carried out in a way that models
the Lord's own generosity and faithfulness, even when these procedures
are ignored by others. Abraham's response to the priest-king Melchizedek
models the important task of finding contacts in the theological constructs
of other cultures. Abraham's negotiation for a burial place for his wife
provides a window into cross-cultural relations that respect the traditions
of a host people and involve commitment to live among them. And Isaac's
patient redigging of wells, his freedom to let vengeance go in favor of
kindness, models the kind of attitude that cross-cultural witnesses could
very well exhibit in their relations with others, even when they are
rejected or ignored.
Effective cross-cultural mission relies on the promise and blessing of
the Lord, rather than on making claims, securing privileges and insisting
on rights. After drought, famine, opposition, resilience, and patience will
come the cry of joy, "We have found water."
NOTES
1. 1 am indebted to Darrell L. Whiteman, in the area of missiology, and Eugene
E. Carpenter and Stanley D. Walters, in the areas of biblical studies and Hebrew,
for helpful suggestions.
2. For the change of name from Abram to Abraham, see H. L. Hicks,
"Abraham," IDB, 1964 ed. In this article I am using Abraham throughout except
in quotations from other sources.
3. Brevard S. Childs, The New Testament as Canon: an Introduction
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984), passim. A helpful survey of Childs's
contributions to a canonical criticism is provided by Gerald T. Sheppard in
"Canon Criticism: the Proposal of Brevard Childs and an Assessment for
Evangelical Hermeneutics," Studia Biblica et Theologica 4(1974):3-17. See also
James A. Sanders, Canon and Community: A Guide to Canonical Criticism.
Guides to Biblical Scholarship, Gene M. 'nicker, ed. (Philadelphia: Fortress Press,
1984).
4. Livingston, The Pentateuch in its Cultural Environment (Grand Rapids, MI:
Baker Book House, 1974).
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5. The RSV, which I have used throughout this article unless otherwise noted,
uses "valley" for the Hebrew word kikkar. This word refers to the typical flap of
bread, as well as the weight called the talent. Both objects are round as well as
flat. Since "circle of the Jordan" is obviously strained, the word "plain" can also
be used (Ephraim A. Speiser, Genesis: Introduction, Translation, and Notes.
Anchor Bible, [Garden City, NY: Doubleday and Co., 1964], Vol. 1, p. 96). I
have retained the traditional "valley" because the distinction is of little significance
for my argument.
6. Stephen Neill, A History of Christian Missions (Baltimore: Penguin Books,
1964), p. 542.
7. The phrase, identical in the Hebrew, is la.febet yandaw. Speiser (Genesis, p.
96) considers v 6 an addition from P. Nevertheless, in the final narrative, the
repetition of their inability to dwell together suggests both the degree of their
wealth and a contrast with the prosperity and hope of the opening verses.
8. Speiser holds that the reference to the Canaanites and Perizzites in v 7
"appears to point up the danger of dissension among Abraham's followers at a
time when the land was ruled by others" (Genesis, p. 96).
9. There are seven references where the definite article is used alone or with a
preposition: 6, 7, 9, 15, 16[2x], and 17.
10. See BDB, pp. 411-412, p. 969; Other references cited in Larry R. Helyer,
"The Separation of Abram and Lot: Its Significance in the Patriarchal Narratives,"
JS07' 26(1983):79.
11. Ibid., 79.
12. I have departed from the RSV translation here in order to reveal more
accurately the structure of the Hebrew. Is there a suggestion in these verses that,
like the Garden of Eden, paradise is always a place of temptation?
13. Larry R. Helyer maintains that "the biblical sources are unanimous in
establishing the eastern boundary of Canaan at the Jordan River from its exit at
the Sea of Chinnereth to the Salt Sea. From the southeastern end of the Salt Sea
the border ran in a southwesterly direction toward Kadesh Barnea and then over to
the Mediterranean, along the Brook or Wadi of Egypt (cf. Num 34:1-29; Jos
15:1-14; Ezek 47:13-20). Clearly Gen 13:12 indicates that Zoar, Sodom, and
Gomorrah were not located in the land of Canaan and this notation coincides with
the border description." ("Separation," pp. 79, 80; and documentation in note 15,
p. 87.)
14. "Although the choice of territory rests with the older man, Abraham
generously cedes his right to his ward." (Speiser, Genesis, p. 96.)
15. The story is about more than land. The Lord also promises to make
Abraham's descendents as numerous as the dust of the earth, a promise stated and
repeated in v 16: "I will make your descendents as the dust of the earth; so that if
one can count the dust of the earth, your descendants also can be counted."
Indeed, Larry R. Helyer interprets the separation of Abraham and Lot as one of
eight crises which threaten the fulfillment of God's promise to make of Abraham a
great nation, the promise which is also the theme, according to David Clines (The
Theme of the Pentateuch. JS07' Supplement Series, 10 [Sheffield, UK: University

of Sheffield, 1978], p. 29. Cited in Helyer, p. 81.), of the Abraham cycle (Gen
11:27-25:11). (Helyer, "Separation," p. 85.)
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16. See Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative (New York: Basic Books,
1981), Ch. 4.
17. The translation is my own.
18. See Rolf Rendtorff, Men of the Old Testament (London: SCM Press, 1968),
p. 13. G. Herbert Livingston considers Gen 13:2-18 a "Moment of Decision" type
narrative (The Pentateuch, 1974, p. 244), the only one of the four passages treated
here which he does not consider under the type, "Covenant Negotiation" (Ibid.,
pp. 247-8). While the Moment of Decision type may be associated with an
established custom of society, it is not, in contrast to the Covenant Negotiation
type, consistently associated with relationships between ethnic groups (Ibid., pp.
247-48).
19. Darrell L. Whiteman, Melanesians and Missionaries (Pasadena: William
Carey Library, 1983), p. 101.
20. Ibid., pp. 173 and 174.

21. Ibid., p. 175.
22. Whiteman's analysis of three types of missionaries is fascinating and lays to
rest the stereotype of the missionary fostered by such books as Michener's Hawaii
(Ibid., pp. 205 219).
23. Ibid., pp. 194-198.
24. "The era of the Melanesian Mission has come to an end, but the era of the
Church of Melanesia is just beginning. Mission impact and influence will
undoubtedly continue to be felt for years, but the Church of Melanesia is now a
Christian fellowship group of Melanesian believers" (Ibid., p. 424).
25. Mircea Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Religion, Trans. Rosemary Sheed,
Meridian Books (New York: World, 1970 [1963]), p. 38.
26. Raffaele Pettazzoni, "The Supreme Being: Phenomenological Structure and
Historical Development," in Mircea Eliade and Joseph M. Kitagawa, eds., The
History of Religions: Essays in Methodology (Chicago: University of Chicago,
1959), pp. 59-66.
27. If Albright (William F. Albright, "The Historical Background of Genesis
XIV," Journal of the Society of Oriental Research [1926], 231-269) and Speiser
(Genesis, pp. 108-109) are correct, this chapter of Genesis makes up one of the
oldest documents in the Pentateuch, attesting at the same time to the authenticity
of the historical Abraham. Abraham's mustering of 318 men for the battle (14), the
reference to him as Abram the Hebrew (13), the casual mention of the cities of the
area (1-12), along with the unique character of the chapter argue for its ancient
vintage. Even the mention of Melchizedek, Speiser finds, "merits a measure of
confidence" as to historicity in "its own right" (Ibid., p. 108).
28. Understandably this chapter has stimulated a lot of research (See Claus
Westermann, Genesis 12-36: a Commentary [Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1985], pp.
182-185). Westermann believes that the chapter is made up of three originally
independent parts: the report of the campaign (1-11 or 12), into which have been
assumed three enumerative lists of kings (1-2; 8-9) and peoples (5), and which
does not mention Abraham; the liberation narrative (12-17, 21-24), which
"corresponds at every step with the narratives of liberation from the period of the
judges"; and the Melchizedek episode, which has been inserted into the
framework of the liberation narrative. On the surface, the episode of Abraham's
rescue of Lot and his encounter with Melchizedek appear to be part of the overall
-
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event initiated by the invading kings. But, according to Westermann, the
difference in type between 1-11 (report) and 12-24 (narrative) indicate that the two
parts have a different origin (Ibid., pp. 190-192). Speiser argues that the whole
chapter was excerpted or adapted from a foreign source which already mentioned
Abraham (Genesis, 12-36 p. 108). Our concern is to assess the meaning of the
whole chapter along with the Abrahamic paradigms as a whole, in which task
vv 1-11 become very significant (see below).
29. Westermann cites this as part of the evidence for the separate origins of
vv 1-11 and 12-24 (Genesis 12-36, p. 190).
30. The combination 'el 'elyon occurs in the OT only in Psa 78:35. Elyon occurs
in parallel with El in Num 24:16 and Psa 73:11 and elsewhere with Elohim,
Shaddai, and Yahweh (ibid., p. 204). Speiser considers El (Elyon an "authentic
Canaanite deity" and Abraham's apposition of El (Elyon to Yahweh suitable and
the probable basis for a later Israelite identification of them (Genesis, p. 109).
Since El is known in Canaanite religion as creator of the earth, and (Elyon as
creator of the heavens, their combination in Genesis 14 as creator of heaven and
earth makes sense. Such a composite deity makes sense as an equivalent of the
Israelite Yahweh. I am indebted to my colleague Lawson Stone for help with this
issue.
31. Walter Brueggemann, Genesis: a Bible Commentary for Teaching and
Preaching (Atlanta: John Knox Pr., 1982), p. 136.
32.

See notes 24 and 25 above.

33. Henri Maurier, The Other Covenant: a Theology of Paganism.
McGrath (New York: Newman, 1968 [65]), p. 213.

trans. Charles

34. Maurier (Ibid., 213 and 4 pass) is convinced that Christians should be
looking among people outside the biblical tradition for evidence of the action of
God's economy among them. He cites the encounter of Abraham and Melchizedek
as evidence of this economy at work in the biblical period. On a more popular
level, Don Richardson (Peace Child, 3rd. ed. [Glendale, CA: Regal Books, 1976];
and Eternity in Their Hearts [Glendale, CA: Regal Books, 1981], p. 7), whose
encounter with the Sawi tribe in Irian Jaya taught him that there are structures of
understanding among people for whom the gospel is completely new that provide
them with a redemptive analogy for understanding it, has found in the encounter
of Abram and Melchizedek an example of just such a point of contact or bridge
for understanding. Richardson traces the witnesses among the various people of
the earth to the reality of the Most High God, from Mars Hill in Athens, through
the Koreans and the Chinese, to the Karen of Burma.
35. Vincent J. Donovan, Christianity Rediscovered (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis
Books, 1981), p. 42.
36. Ibid. Like the Lord, Engai is neither male nor female. The Masai, in fact,
sometimes use female pronouns to describe Engai and sometimes male.
37.

Ibid., p. 43.

38.

Ibid., p. 63. As the lion goes after its prey, so God has pursued the Masai.

39. For the question of the identity of the bene-het, "children of Heth," see
Speiser, who thinks they are probably Jebusites, early inhabitants of Jerusalem,
closely related to the Hittites of history and non-semitic people (Genesis, p. 173);
and F. F. Bruce ("Hittites," International Standard Bible Encyclopedia [1982 ed.]),
who is convinced that they are probably not to be confused with the northern
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civilization of the same name. There are two major proposals as to how the
negotiation of Genesis 23 should be read in its historical-cultural context. The first
sees the negotiation featured in the text as so remarkably faithful to similar
transactions found among Hittite records as to secure the historicity of the event.
The Hittite Code, found at Boghazkoy, which flourished in Patriarchal times and
was destroyed in 1200 B.C.E., contains parallels to the negotiation in Genesis 23
which, according to Manfred R. Lehmann, "confirms the authenticity of the
`background material' of the Old Testament, which makes it such an invaluable
source for the study of the social, ecomomic and legal aspects of the periods of
history it depicts" (Lehmann "Abraham's Purchase of Machpelah and Hittite Law,"
BASOR, 129 [1953]:15). William F. Albright in an editorial note to Lehmann's
article (p. 18), John Bright (History of Israel [Philadelphia: Westminster, 1959],
p. 72), C. H. Gordon ("Abraham and the Merchants of Ura," JNES 17 [1958]:29),
and K. A. Kitchen (Ancient Orient and Old Testament [London: Tyndale, 1966],
pp. 23, 51) have supported Lehmann's interpretation. Three aspects of the
negotiations connect it with the Hittites: (1) Paragraphs 46 and 47 of the Hittite
Code indicate that, if a seller sells his whole property, certain feudal services need
not be paid by the seller on the property (see v 11); (2) The Hittite Code is in
distinct contrast at this point with that of Hammurabi since the latter is interested
in the feudatory person, while the Hittite Code speaks to the feudatory property;
and (3) The prominent mention of the trees in the description of the property
transferred from Ephron to Abraham (17) is a characteristic feature of Hittite
business documents which list the exact number of trees for each large real estate
sale.
There appear to be no defenses of this position published since Gene R. Tucker
critiqued it in his article advocating what I am calling here the second major
position ("The Legal Background of Genesis 23," JBL 85 [1966]:77-84.) This
position sees the negotiation in the context of later history and Neo-Babylonian
culture. Tucker argued that Lehmann's specific connections with Hittite law could
not be maintained, and that the passage exhibits several characteristics common to
Near Eastern legal transactions of many periods and some specifics which it shares
with Neo-Babylonian documents: (1) The negotiaton between Abraham and the
Hittites is not to be explained as an attempt to avoid feudal services, but as "an
account of normal legal negotiations which were conducted with elaborate
hospitality and exaggerated politeness." (OT parallels for giving more than a buyer
requests include 2 Sam 24:22-23a; 1 Chron 21:23). (2) The mention in v 9 that
Abraham will offer Ephron "the full price" for his land has parallels in Sumerian
and Akkadian final contracts where the mention of the full price points to the
finality of the transaction. However, the Akkadian texts of Neo-Babylonian times
specify "the price of his field, silver in full," more exactly paralleling the literal
meaning of the Hebrew expression in verse 9, bekesefi male', "for the full silver."
(3) The final verses of the chapter, representing a report of a contractual
agreement, include parallels with the Neo-Babylonian "dialogue document,"
including a feature not generally found in standard Old Babylonian and Assyrian
parallels, namely, the payment clause as main clause. (4) Finally, Tucker notes
that "since trees are noted as appurtenances in—among others—the Neo-Assyrian
and Neo-Babylonian conveyances and some of these documents even record the
number of trees on the land, the specification of the trees in Genesis 23 cannot be
construed as evidence for the application of Hittite law or custom" (ibid., pp. 83,
84). Westermann (Genesis 12 36, pp. 371,372) and John Van Seters (Abraham in
History and Tradition [New Haven: Yale University Press, 1975], p. 99) support
Tucker's position, finding the parallels with the "dialogue document" convincing.
Our concern here is not with the early or late date of the chapter, nor with
evidence for the congruity of the story with the cultural realities of the patriarchal
-
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period. We are content to see the clear way in which the narrator stresses
Abraham's acceptance of local custom as a way of relating positively and
peacefully with the ethnic community among whom he lived.
40.

Abraham completes the rites of mourning comprehended by the expression

wayyabo 'abraham lispod lesara weliblcatah, a hendiadys, based on a fixed
expression (also in Ezek 24:23). The verb wayycilx5 ' ("he went in") designates

what takes place as a ritual action. A more detailed description of the rite is given
in Ezek 24:15-17,22-23b. The lament for the dead has its original setting in the
family (Westermann, Genesis 12-36, p. 373; Speiser, Genesis, p. 169 n.2).
Brueggemann looks at this focus on Sarah as a part of the movement of the
whole Abraham story: "In the chapters now before us 123:1-25:18], we deal with

41.

three elements in the transition of the promise to the generation of Isaac: (a) the
death of the mother (23:1 20), (b) a wife for the son and heir (24:1-67) and (c) the
(p. 194) death of the father (25:1-18). These transitional elements are presented
after relaxation of the main tension of the narrative in 22:1-13. Chapters 23-25
function in the Abrahamic narrative in the way chaps. 34-36 function in the Jacob
narrative and the way chaps. 47:28-50:26 function in the Joseph account. They
treat necessary concerns. But in each case, they lie outside the main dramatic
development" (Genesis, pp. 194-195).
-

42.

"The Legal Background of Genesis 23," p. 83. See also BDB, 878 A, 7.b.

43. Westermann holds that this "contract-like conclusion" does not require that
the purpose of the transaction, i.e. burial, be specified (Genesis 12-36, p. 375).
44. These are, of course, the people of the "city government" or "town council"
(Speiser, Genesis, p. 169).
45. This supports Westermann's conviction that the source here is P. He assigns
the passage to P because (1) Genesis 23 elaborates on the account of Sarah's
death, following up on 21:2-5, and continued at 25:7-8; (2) the Priestly character
of the frame verses for chapter 23, 1-2 and 19, read together, is obvious; (3) the
verses of elaboration, 3-18, 20, cannot be separated from the frame verses because
they enable the deceased to be buried; and (4) the repeated phrase "Bury your
dead!" is congruent with the Priestly concern with ritual burial (ibid., pp.
371,372). In fact, he finds, the procedures for burial in the chapter are "very
unlikely in the patriarchal period [and accord] but poorly with the life-style of the
small-cattle nomad" (ibid., p. 376). Genesis 23, like chapters 17, 23, and 28,
typical of P, provides narrative detail, making the patriarchal story the basis for a
typical concern of P—family rites. Even Bright noted that we cannot say how
Hittite law came to be followed in Palestine at the time of Abraham (History of
Israel, p. 72). And F. F. Bruce considers the identity of the Hittites of Palestine
referred to in the Bible (Gen 23; 26:34ff; 27:46; Num 13:29; Deut 7:1; 1 Sam
26:6; 2 Sam 11:3-24; 23:39; Ezek 16:3,45) "an unsolved problem" of biblical
research, holding that Lehmann's argument, outlined above, is questionable
("Hittites," International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, 1982 ed., p. 723 A,B).
46. A further irony may very well confront the Hebrew hearer/reader at this
point in the narrative. He or she would certainly think of God's promises to "give"
(natan) the land to the people of Israel. The expression occurs, for example, 167
times in the book of Deuteronomy in connection with God's gift of land (e.g.,

12:1, "These are the statutes and ordinances which you shall be careful to do in
the land which the Lord, the God of your Fathers, has given you to possess, all
the days that you live upon the earth").
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47. According to Manfred R. Lehmann, the conventional analysis of this
passage is that Ephron, through the cunning use of false generosity, wrested a
huge price from Abraham for his land ("Abraham's Purchase," p. 15). Lehmann
(ibid., p. 15) disputes this interpretation of the word "give," suggesting that in the
context of the Hittite Code, which he considers the key to understanding the
negotiation, "give" means sell or pay (see v 13). Lehmann's interpretation has
been significantly questioned by Gene R. 'Ricker ("The Legal Background," pp.
77-84) whose depiction of the narrative's character differs from both the
conventional analysis and that of Lehmann. 'flicker says, "The passage is an
account of normal legal negotiations which were conducted with elaborate
hospitality and exaggerated politeness" (p. 78). He cites David's purchase of a
threshing floor from Araunah as a parallel example (2 Sam 24:16-24; 1 Chron
21:18-27 [Oman]). Both my own reading of the passage and my own experience
with Middle Eastern bargaining support 'Backer's assessment.
48. Brueggemann sees here a parallel with the "intense bargaining bemeen
Abraham and God in 18:23-33." (Genesis, p. 195).
49.

Westermann, Genesis 12-36, p. 375.

50. Speiser translates, "resident alien," considerably less colorful - but
appropriate to the meaning. (Genesis, p. 172).
51. Westermann, Genesis 12 36, p. 373.
-

52. "The expression `...at the full current price,' occurs in 1 Chron. 21:22 24 in
the same sense and context where David buys Oman's threshing floor"
(Westermann, Genesis 12 36, p. 374).
53. Gesenius' Hebrew Grammar, ed. Kautzsch/Cowley (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1985), 111k.
-

-

54. According to Brueggemann, "The structure of the passage is straightforward.
It begins with the need for a grave (1-4) and concludes with the resolution of the
problem (17-20). Between the problem and the resolution stand a long, detailed
narrative of negotiation (5-16) which enables the movement to resolution..."
(Genesis, p. 195).
55. The Pentateuch, pp. 241-260. Other examples in Genesis of negotiations
between ethnic groups include 21:22-34; 24:1-67; 26:26-33; 29:1-30; 29:31-30:43;
31:1-55; 33:5-17; 33:18-34:31 (ibid., p. 248).
56.

I am indebted to my colleague, Timothy Kiogora, for this story.

57. Kosuke Koyama, Waterbuffalo Theology (London: SCM Press, 1974), Ch. 4:
"Gun and Ointment," pp. 47 61.
-

58.

Ibid., p. 47.

Ibid., pp. 57 and 209-224. See also his use of the New Testament paradigm
of the anointing of Jesus at the home of Simon, the leper, at Bethany (p. 56).

59.

60. Van Seters considers the reference to the king of the Philistines "an
important ideological statement." It points to the king as an irreligious person, a
ruler of an irreligious people (Abraham, p. 178).
61. "This statement...is the decisive verdict on Isaac as a man genuinely
blessed" (Brueggemann, Genesis, p. 225).
62. Van Seters holds that the intention of the story in chap. 26 is suggested by
the fact that Isaac's life is directly parallel with Abraham's in the chapter's early
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verses. He attributes the parallels to "an artificial literary tradition about Isaac
based directly on the traditions of Abraham" (Abraham, p.183).
63. These episodes, though they are not treated here, also have paradigmatic
significance for mission. For example, here in chaps. 21 and 22 we have two
desert experiences of two sons of Abraham. In one, God tests Abraham through
the child of promise (22:1-19); and in the other God protects in the desert the child
who is not heir to His promise (21:1-21). These parallel events provide further
evidence that chosenness entails testing and that not to be chosen is not to be
rejected. Between these two narratives of providence ("And God was with the lad"
[21:20], and "God will provide..." [22:8]), we have a story of Abraham's patient
commitment to living among the people of the land (21:22-32). The presentation
of these three narratives in sequence suggests that chosenness is not incompatible
with God's universal care, and that patient gestures of good will together with
trust in God without reservation (22:16) are ways of being God's witness in the
world. One can dig wells instead of building walls and still trust God to fulfill his
promises!
64. According to Van Seters, "it cannot be fortuitous that in this account various
motifs and elements are present from both the previous episodes in the life of
Abraham in the same sequence of events and with a closer literary unity than
exists between story A [Gen 12:10-16] and chap. 13" (Abraham, p. 189).
65. Westermann sees v 15 as misplaced. It should go with v 18 (Genesis 12-36,
p. 426).
66. The degree to which chap. 26 refers the reader/hearer to Abraham is
indicated by Van Seters' conviction that the permission of Abraham to prosper in
Abimelech's territory can only be explained by the assumption of the narrator of
the Isaac parallel to 12:10-16 and 20:1-7 that Isaac, like his father, was granted the
privilege given by Abimelech to Abraham in the earlier story [20:1-7]. There the
king says, (20:15), "See, my land is before you; dwell wherever you please"
(Abraham, p. 188). Both Van Seters (ibid.) and Westermann (Genesis 12-36, p.
425) agree that the reader of chap. 26 is kept constantly reminded of Abraham.
67. According to Walter Brueggemann, the theme of chapter 26 is the
connection between prosperity and blessing (Genesis, pp. 221-226).
68. Robert Alter identifies the three-times-told story of "a patriarch driven by
famine to a southern region where he pretends that his wife is his sister, narrowly
avoids a violation of the conjugal bond by the local ruler, and is sent away with
gifts" as a typical biblical "type story" (The Art of Biblical Narrative, pp. 49 and
50). He illustrates the function of these type stories with that of "the encounter
with the future betrothed at a well" (ibid., pp. 51-62), showing that the constancy
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The Old Testament "Folk Canon" and
Christian Education
TIMOTHY L. THOMAS

I. THE OLD TESTAMENT AND CHRISTIAN EDUCATION
The task of distinguishing the respective provinces of education and
biblical studies within Christian thought can easily degenerate into a
debate as to which field "owns" which. Is Christian education a sub-field
of biblical studies or vice versa? Where do these fields fit into the whole
scheme of Christian studies? If, as Eleanor Daniel states, "The Bible is
the chief textbook for Christian education," 1 then logically, the Old
Testament is a chief textbook for Christian education. What do the Old
Testament and Christian education have to say to each other? Could one
argue that Old Testament studies are a part of the field of Christian
education? Christian education is certainly concerned with teaching the
Bible and the Old testament is part of the Bible. The issue focuses on a
rather practical curriculum question: "How much time will be given to
various portions of Scripture?" 2
James Michael Lee avers that "The Bible is essentially a religious
instruction book and not primarily a theological treatise." 3 He goes on to
argue that "The overwhelming preponderance of the major figures
depicted in the Bible were primarily religious educators and not principally theologians." 4 He sees the Old Testament prophets and the New
Testament missionary, Paul, as religious educators. 5
While agreement with Lee's view may seem reasonable, there are
problems with such a reductionism if it seeks to argue further that biblical
thinkers were "nothing but" educators. This is a problem parallel to that
noted by C. S. Lewis, when he states that:
A man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus
said would not be a great moral teacher. He would either be a
lunatic—on a level with the man who says he is a poached
egg—or else he would be the Devil of Hell. You must make a
choice...let us not come with any patronizing nonsense about
His being a great human teacher. He has not left that open to us.
He did not intend to. 6
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Problems with Lee's view may stem from his understanding of revelation
as a dimension of religion. Lee's enthusiasm for the socio-scientific
approach to Christian education 7 creates problems for a transcendent
revelation that begins with God rather than man. Note his statements:
...it must be underscored that revelation is not theology. Revelation is a dimension of religion—or more accurately, revelation
is one of the most indispensable underpinnings and more pervasive groundings of religion. Theology simply explores revelation from a cognitive and scientific perspective. Because
revelation is primarily religious rather than theological, and
because revelation is ultimately instructional in purpose and
texture, one can legitimately conclude that revelation enjoys a
greater natural relationship to religious instruction than theology. 8
By virtue of the fact that the Bible is not primarily a theological
treatise, it is unnecessary to the task of religious instruction that theology
always be present when teaching the Bible. 9
In contrast to Lee, it must be recognized that any attempt to separate
Christian education from theology will have the result of reducing Christian education to facts and techniques. How is it possible to teach the
Bible outside of theological commitments? True Christian education must
give credence to the basic theological presupposition that revelation
begins with God.'°
Recognizably, it is easy for educators to call everything education." It
is true that all human interactions—conversation, eating together, recreation, worship—have an educational dimension. Education, particularly in
its moral aspects, is always taking place within human community and if
it is not organized or planned it will by necessity proceed as it does by
default. At minimum, all human societies have an interest in perpetuating
themselves along certain lines.
So whatever else we might mean by "moral education," we
mean at least that sort of pedagogical relation between one
generation and a second, such that the second can become
pedagogue-parent-provider for a third, and so on. 12
Concerning the Old Testament, Walter Brueggemann makes a parallel
point when he states: "Every community that wants to last beyond a single
generation must concern itself with education." 13 And since the Old
Testament is the product of a cummunity that lasted over centuries, it has
obviously been concerned with education. Brueggemann notes, however,
that the fields of Old Testament studies and education have had little to say
to each other. He notes that the secondary literature concerning the
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interrelationship of these two fields of study is "surprisingly limited." 14
What place then does the Old Testament have in the Christian community and particularly within the field of Christian education?
II. THE "FOLK CANON"
The use of the Old Testament within the church is limited by the
existence of a "folk canon." The term "folk canon" refers to the books
commonly used within the Christian community which constitute a subset
of the standard Old and New Testament canon of 66 hooks. This "folk
canon" is a taken-for-granted phenomenon parallel to the term "folk
theology" which refers to theological concepts in common implicit use
among clergy and laity alike. The communal and implicit nature of the
"folk canon" keeps it from critical analysis. It is propagated by the respect
which exists for traditions within churches and among groups of people.
In the same way that "Mrs. Smith" now "owns" the fourth pew on the
right, "Pastor Jones" never preaches from Leviticus or Obadiah or Titus.
Generally the New Testament is accorded a higher place within the "folk
canon" than the Old Testament. In certain denominational traditions,
some canonical hooks are seen as more important than others.
The "folk canon," which often does not include some sections of the
New Testament, is content to leave out most of the Old Testament. The
Old Testament "folk canon" is often comprised of Genesis, narrative
materials up to the end of Esther, Psalms, the occasional proverb, the
"Christmas" sections of the prophets (courtesy of Handel), and, for those
of an eschatological bent, additional sections from the prophets. Little
attempt is made to see a holistic picture. Context is of low priority.
Further, an undue literal emphasis on the words themselves removes from
the reader and interpreter the responsibility of hearing God's Spirit speaking through the whole. 15
"Folk canon" is built on a fundamental assumption that the canonical
process still continues. Not only is the "folk canon" reduced as described
above but it is often increased by the addition of various denominational
publications and popularist writings. For the average churchgoer and
many pastors the creed of their denomination or the writings of their
"official theologians" will he awarded a more important place in the "folk
canon" than would the book of Haggai or Numbers. At base the "folk
canon" is an expression of individualism' 6 which reserves the right to
determine the content of the canon.
Several factors seem to contribute to this "folk canon" phenomenon:
1. The publication of the New Testament by itself or the New Testament
with the Psalms without including the entire Old Testament reflects an
attitude which subordinates the Old Testament.
It is not to be denied that there are some evangelistic advantages to this
arrangement when working with new Christians or pagans. However,
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there still exists the implication that the Old Testament is not necessary.
The publication of "Red Letter" editions also heightens the New Testament emphasis. 17
2. There is a lack of a systematic lectionary reading plan in public
worship in many churches.
The use of a formal reading plan is apparently viewed as too liturgical.
Where scriptures are regularly read the repetition of the familiar is often
the order of the day. This is not surprising in light of the fact that the
choice of hymns also follows the tendency toward the familiar. Despite
the supposed commitment to spontaneity and extemporaneity in worship,
the continued use of familiar scriptures and hymnsi 8 is accepted. Because
of this some evangelical churches become as ritualistic as their more
liturgical neighbors.
Locke E. Bowman sees significant advantages in the use of the lectionary to integrate the instructional (including worship) program of the
church:
The educative effect could be truly noteworthy, with all these
elements working in concert: family reading and discussion;
public worship and homiletic effort; back-home reflection on
the day's preaching after church attendance. 19
Bowman maintains that the systematic and balanced use of scripture in
worship through the lectionary does not happen because it takes advance
planning20 and because
We are so protective of our right of individual choice that even
the liturgical bodies can sometimes be cavalier about the chosen
weekly reading. Priests, ministers, rectors, deans—they all
decide to preach now and then "outside the lectionary," or to
allow the reading to be subordinate to their own selected themes
for sermonizing . 21
Systematic lectionary reading covering the entire canon would contribute to increased familiarity with the Old Testament.
3. There is a lack of preaching from the Old Testament.
Many pastors seem to find it difficult to preach from the Old Testament
since larger contexts are usually necessary and that tends to take more
effort and understanding. 22 This lack may be a result of the following
issue.
4. Some college and seminary requirements in biblical studies tend to
favor the New Testament in the process of ministerial preparation.
For example, a seminary may have requirements in Greek but not in
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Hebrew. Similarly, the biblical studies requirements may tend to emphasize the New Testament. 23, 24
5. There is also a bias toward the New Testament in the curricular
choices of the Sunday School program.
The following chart gives some idea of the allocation of calendar
quarters to the study of various parts of the canon.
Curriculum

O.T. N.T. Other Total

Nazarene 25
Scripture Press 26
Southern Baptist 27
Standard (International) 28

3
16
18

7
24
18

10.5

13.5

•2

12
40
36
24

It should be acknowledged that even though the Old Testament is not
granted as much room in the quarterly Sunday School curriculum, the fact
that it is included on a systematic basis provides a better chance that
regular exposure to Old Testament content will take place. Of course,
many churches choose their own curricular patterns and this may either
aid or hinder Old Testament understanding depending on the choices
made. An alternative plan of note is the United Methodist Genesis to
Revelation series which allots 14 out of 24 quarters to the Old Testament. 29
6. There exists a general atmosphere of confusion with regard to the
more esoteric passages of the Old Testament.
Included in this confusion would be the apocalyptic passages of Ezekiel
and Daniel as well as the prophetic materials in general. Also subject to
confusion are detailed dietary and cultic codes such as those found in
Exodus and Leviticus. In addition, passages from the wisdom literature
and the genealogical and historical records may also cause misunderstanding.
7. Related to this confusion is a belief that only the clergy class can
interpret the scriptures and these esoteric OT scriptures in particular.
Leon McKenzie points out that in many cases the "scribal caste" also
determines the content of educational programs in the church 3O—a content which is biased toward the "theological" areas of study rather than the
life application areas. 31 This bias helps to maintain the view that "theological" issues are more important than life issues and that within the
church those who are adept in the "theological sciences" are the only ones
capable of interpreting scripture.
8. The continued use of the King James Version which often expresses
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the text in obscure language maintains the idea that a "priestly class" is
necessary to interpret the text. 32
Some commentaries serve primarily to correct the problems of the
KJV—many of which have since been elucidated by the newer translations. KJV biblical helps and tools may serve to maintain the idea that the
whole point of biblical study and instruction is to understand the KJV and
not, as should be the case, to hear what the word of God has to say. Newer
translations such as RSV, NASB and NIV, and those who use them may
be viewed as a threat to the "priestly KJV class" since one of its important
functions has been to explicate the KJV. As long as this class holds the
key to understanding "true" scripture, and demonstrates the ability to
speak and pray in Elizabethan English, the assumption that an ordinary
"unlettered" lay person can encounter truth in the Old Testament will not
be encouraged.
III. PRESUPPOSITIONS OF THE "FOLK CANON"
The use of the Old Testament is at base a theological issue. And, the
development of a "folk canon" is rooted in theological presuppositions,
some of which follow:
1. The New Testament is more important than the Old Testament.
Obviously it could be argued that for a Christian, marooned on a desert
island or behind the Iron Curtain, the New Testament is better than
nothing. Or, if the Bible is unavailable in a language, it is better to
translate and print the New Testament first. However, ignoring these
extremes, is this presupposition true? The presupposition is true in the
sense that the New Testament tells of Christ and his specific nature and
work in the world and those facts are more important than any particular
facts that the Old Testament offers. This argument could, however, be
carried to its logical conclusion by arguing that if the New Testament is
adequate to salvation, why not just the Gospel of John and then why not
just John 3:16? Nevertheless, if the goal is not simply salvation but
education then the New Testament becomes incomprehensible without the
Old. Yes, salvation is the most important aspect of Bible study, but if
salvation would be communicated to another generation then education is
essential to the task. Without the salvation understanding afforded by the
Old Testament, salvation would soon cease to be a possibility. At issue
here is the "how" versus the "why." "How" will certainly get someone
into heaven but "why" is essential to keeping him on the way there.
What is needed is honesty in the use of the Bible. As John Bright states:
...there are many of our people who never heard of Marcion and
who would be horrified to learn of the company they are in but
who nevertheless use the Old Testament in a distinctly Marcionist manner. Formally, and no doubt sincerely, they hail it as
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a canonical Scripture; but in practice they relegate it to a
subordinate position, if they do not effectively exclude it from
use altogether. 33
2. Dispensationalism provides the hermeneutical key to interpreting
the Old Testament.
Evangelicalism has been significantly influenced by a dispensationalism which over-emphasizes the law/Old Testament and grace/New
Testament split. Millard J. Erickson notes that dispensationalism has
become "virtually the official theology of fundamentalism." 34 This dispensationalism is linked directly with a premillennial view and has been
promoted widely through the Scofield Bible. 35 Dispensationalism affects
the way in which the Old Testament is viewed and used. The strong
eschatalogical emphasis of dispensationalism results in an over-use of the
apocalytic and prophetic passages in the attempt to explain the end times.
It is thus easy for the average churchgoer to see major sections of the Old
Testament as comprehensible only to those who are specialists in
"prophecy." W. T. Purkiser alludes to this low view of the Old Testament
when he says in the context of a discussion of dispensationalism "...that
any interpretation which places much of the Bible outside the use of
Christians ought to be suspect from the outset." 36
Thus many Christians, including some within the Holiness movement, 37 think in terms of dispensations and tend to view themselves as
now under grace not law. Many promote a literal interpretation of the
Bible which curiously, according to Erickson, results in a typological and
allegorical interpretation of historical and prophetic passages. 38
3. There is an assumption in the use of a "folk canon" that events that
happened centuries ago are not of consequence now.
Simply put, this is a low view of history. Kenneth Hamilton has clearly
argued the dangers of always choosing the "new" 39 and it may be that the
labels "old" and "new" as applied to the biblical testaments are unfortunate. What does a Christian who is now a "new creature," living a life
where "all things have been made new" need with an "old" testament?40, 41
4. It is possible to understand scripture from a moralistic and atomistic point of view.
A lesson from history may elucidate this point. James C. Wilhoit
describes how the Bible was used by the American Sunday School Union
(ASSU) in an attempt to meet the pluralism of the nineteenth century. The
ASSU developed a series of Bible questions in a catechetical style.
Wilhoit notes clearly that the emphasis of the ASSU questions was upon
observation with less (little) concern for interpretation and application.
The ASSU took pains to avoid taking controversial theological positions
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The Union's focus on behaviorally defined character traits, as
opposed to a well integrated Christian lifestyle, grows out of
their conviction and desire to find a content that transcended
denominational differences. The Union had learned that diverse
Christian groups were far more agreed upon Christian folkways
than on theology. The focus on behavior and reticence to probe
the text's rich meaning belie the ASSU's quest to be neutral. It
also highlights what the Union perceived to be the essence of
Christianity. Certainly in the 1820s the ASSU operated as if the
common denominator shared by all Christians were certain
character traits. 42

Wilhoit cites two Old Testament examples which illustrate the moralizing and "ahistorical" use of scripture. In the case of Hezekiah (2 Chronicles 30) the student was asked, "What, then, do you think is the danger of

those who neglect the Savior?" and, in the case of Barzillai and David (2
Samuel 17 and 19), "How should the aged be treated?" 43 These examples,
though extreme, point out the consequences of ignoring the context as
well as the theological and canonical reasons for including these passages
within scripture!"
Wilhoit concludes that this particular attempt at providing a Bible
curriculum "came with a price": "bad habits in Bible study," "little regard
for context," using the Bible to illustrate "moral" points already decided,
and "a rather atomistic approach to the Bible." 45 This latter point deserves
further discussion. The only way that the Bible, and particularly the Old
Testament, is going to "make sense" to the average churchgoer is for there
to be a big picture. Preaching styles and Sunday School curriculum which
continue to be "atomistic" will be counter-productive to the whole purpose of the church's educational endeavor. Wilhoit says that the "atomistic" ...approach to the Scriptures leaves students with a bizarre view of the
Bible and a few bare facts about the text.
Meaningful learning demands that students be able to relate the details
of the text to some comprehensive big ideas. The big ideas of the
Christian faith are controversial and often avoided. But without such a
framework Christian education will not promote either long term learning
or the development of a well-integrated world and life view. 46
5. Scripture is only concerned with the work of Christ.

The "folk canon" tends to rest on a monistic view of Christ. While
orthodox Christianity always affirms the person and work of Jesus Christ,
there is a danger of Christomonism. In this view, only those passages
which point to Christ are binding upon the contemporary Christian. G.
Ernest Wright has clearly set down the dangers of a Christomonism in
which the trinitarian relations of Christ are lost. 47 He states:
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In classic Christian theology Christology had generally dealt
with the divine and human natures of Christ and with his work
of atonement and reconciliation. In the Bible, however, there is
never a question of discussing Christ in and of himself; he is
defined in the context of God's action in the world. Christology
is clearly relational. 48
This Christomonism easily leads to an inadequate view of the nature of
God. It is not necessary here to provide a detailed summary of Wright's
argument. He concludes, however, with a discussion of the canon in
which he states:
It is impossible to consider the actual meaning of canon apart
from a survey of the reigning theology of a given people at a
given time. The canon within the Scripture will be those portions of the literature which are conceived best to express what
the theology believed to be most important and relevant for the
particular era. The remainder of the Bible will be partially
ignored, partially reinterpreted in the light of a theology's
central interpretive position, and partially held in tension with
what was deemed of central importance. 49
This view would also argue that there is an adequate understanding of
the gospel available in the New Testament. Again the answer here is
equivocal. If minimum understanding is being considered then there is an
adequate gospel in the New Testament. 50 For example, however, if there
were a desire for a more complete explanation of the details in Hebrews,
the Old Testament would be irreplaceable.
The goal of keeping the gospel simple and uncomplicated is certainly
worthy, particularly in working with children or doing evangelistic work
in a variety of circumstances. Yet to see the Old Testament as the source
of complexity is tantamount to saying that British history complicates
United States history. The Old Testament is a source of explanation
essential to the Christian faith particularly in its communal and historic
aspects.
6. The function of "folk canon" and its correlated "priestly class" of
definers and interpreters is a denial of the "priesthood of every believer"
doctrine.
Arising from the reformations' this hard-won doctrine is continually in
danger of being ignored and denied. If the church would indeed be the
church, particularly in its educative functions, the involvement and effort
of every believer is necessary. As Jim Wilhoit states:
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A balanced concept of the priesthood of all believers will affirm
the personal spiritual responsibility of all Christians, their right
and duty to minister in Christ's name, and the truth that one
does not abide in Christ apart from abiding in the body of
Christ, the church. 52 . . . The priesthood of all believers places
training for responsible action and stewardship at the heart of
the church's educational ministry: if each person is spiritually
responsible before Christ, then each must be equipped to act
responsibly. 53
It is the responsibility of the church to teach all believers why and how to
interpret scripture. To assume that only the ministerial leaders should
interpret scripture is not to present an adequate view of discipleship.
IV. POSITIVE RECOMMENDATIONS
What then needs to happen if Old Testament studies and Christian
education are to assume their rightful place within the faith community?
What action needs to be taken?
1. There must be honesty in the use of Scripture.

If the church is committed to the entire canon, then preachers, teachers, curriculum designers and liturgists must include the broad perspective of Scripture within sermons, Bible studies, curricula and worship
programming. To give lip-service to the whole canon and then use only
part of it is dishonest and confusing to churchgoers.
2. To implement this honesty, the complexity of inspiration and authority must be faced.

The Bible contains various types of literature and cannot be treated in
the same way throughout. 1 Corinthians 13 is not of a piece with Ezra 2.
Radically different types of literature must be recognized as such and
people must be taught how to understand the differences.
3. A proper understanding of the complexity of inspiration will require
seeing Scripture as a whole and avoiding atomistic interpretations.

The faithful and the newcomers are both in desperate need of seeing
Scripture in the broad scope. What does the Bible say? What does the Old
Testament seek to communicate? These are the questions that need to be
foremost in the minds of preachers and teachers. The broad contexts of
Scripture must always be made clear. Locke Bowman cites how, during a
discussion of King Saul, he was asked by a faithful churchgoer of many
years, "Now when did his name get changed to Paul?" He answered the
question as gently as he could. He states:
And from that moment on, I worked to help that Bible class get
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a sense of the Biblical centuries and how the story unfolds,
B.c. and A.D. When the chronology begins to take shape in a
learner's mind, and the books of the Bible are henceforth
studied in relation to the flow of time, everything changes. It is
a new and creative act for the learner, to construct the history
into a sequence with proper spacing between events along the
way. 54
Not only must the whole Bible be made clear historically but also
theologically. The great themes of creation, man, sin, covenant, God,
redemption and hope must be elucidated and applied to contemporary
society. There is great need for "life-related" Bible teaching which helps
the churchgoer to make sense out of the biblical text. 55
4. Old Testament studies must maintain a significant interest in Christian education and homiletics.
If the Old Testament is to survive as a viable field as far as homiletics
and education is concerned, there must be much stronger commitment on
the part of biblical scholars to involve themselves with making the fruits
of their research available to non-specialists. Great strides in biblical
scholarship are useless if, in the end, the minds and hearts of the people
are not changed. As Lee writes:
...the firstfruits of this magnificent scholarship seem to be
restricted to the biblical specialists in a manner not entirely
unlike the way in which the whole Bible itself was restricted to
the clergy in pre-Reformation Europe. 56
Two avenues which are available for biblical scholars to affect the
people in the pew are Christian education and homiletics. If those using
these two avenues are uninformed by the experts in Old Testament, only
confusion will result. The problem is how to get the knowledge available
to biblical scholars into the hands, minds and hearts of teachers and
preachers 57 in a comprehensible manner. Bright has argued that preaching
is a process of translation. He states:
To proclaim the biblical word without translation, it matters not
how accurately, is to run the risk of speaking a foreign language. And the gospel will be preached in the vernacular—that
is, if Pentecost be come. 58
Thus, there is a need for all those involved in the hermeneutical
process—archeologist, historian, linguist, translator, editor, preacher,
minister, teacher—to continually be reminded that the whole point of
Bible study is not erudition but living life. There is little room for
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arrogance in biblical studies. The hermeneutical task is not done until the
child and the elderly lady with limited education understand.
Mary C. Boys has defined religious education as
...the making accessible of the traditions of religious communities and the making manifest of the intrinsic connection
between tradition and transformation. 59
The transformational goal of hermeneutics must never be forgotten. If
people are not changed by the power of the gospel which is partially a
product of encounter with the Word, then the church is wasting its time in
maintaining the tradition.
5. Keeping canon, heremeneutics and theology together is essential.
As noted above, Wright has argued that the "folk canon" is always a
reflection of the "reigning theology." 60 To assume that the Bible, and
particularly the Old Testament, can be used "atheologically" is questionable. The educational implications of canonical process must always be
kept in mind. 61 Brueggemann emphasizes in a most helpful way the
epistemological concerns of the three major sections of the Old Testament
canon. 62 He argues for the respective roles of the three sections and that
they should not be ignored or collapsed into one another. 63 There is place
for all three styles:
certitude
Torah of the priest
ethos
Torah
freshness
word of the prophet
pathos
Prophets
hunch64 , 65
counsel of the wise
Writings
logos
Tendencies to settle for one style of communication must be thwarted in
the attempt to keep the canon broad and whole. Here, Brueggemann
eloquently states, is "a commonality in the tradition which expresses the
consensus, breaks the consensus, and broods over the hiddenness." 66
6. There needs to be a clear distinction between knowing and knowledge.
Too often the Bible, and particularly the Old Testament material, has
been used as a source of moral anecdotes with little if any concern for the
historical and theological contexts of the passages being used. The Bible,
and the Old Testament as a whole, needs to be recognized as a transformational book. Michael Henderson has described the problem of knowledge without truth and information without application. 67 He writes: "...it
is not really possible to know the truth directly without knowing Christ in
a personal way." 68 Similarly Parker J. Palmer has argued for truth in
spiritual education as opposed to objectivist knowledge. 69 The dangers of
knowledge without knowing are most clearly and eloquently described by
Dwayne E. Huebner. Using the Old Testament atomistically is using
knowledge without knowing.

The Old Testament "Folk Canon"

57

Knowledge is the fallout from the knowing process. Knowledge
is form separated from life. It stands by itself, removed from the
vitality and dynamics of life, from the spirit. It becomes part of
life only when it is brought once again into the knowing process
of an individual. Until then it is dead. To bring knowledge to
life, to enliven it, it must be brought into the living form of the
human being, into the form that is a form of the transcendent. If
the student is brought into the deadness of inert knowledge, the
student is also deadened, alienated from the vitality that cocreates the worlds of self and others. By enlivening knowledge,
the student is also empowered.... Knowledge that falls out from
the modes of knowing, that becomes alienated from openness,
love, and hope, risks becoming idolatrous. 7°
Teaching the Old Testament must be done with care since the goal is
knowing, not knowledge. Or, as Palmer defines it, "To teach is to create a
space in which obedience is practiced." 71
7. The Old Testament may be the only means by which some will come
to know Christ.
The Old Testament opens styles of thinking and knowing which may
not be available through the New Testament and particularly through
much of western philosophy and theology. Although this point cannot be
explored deeply here, it should be noted that understandings of history,
man, time, and even God, available in Western culture may differ significantly from that common in some other cultures. Gordon Olson has
commented on the value of a more biblically-oriented theology in the
process of communicating the gospel cross-culturally. 72 Again this is a
translation issue. How can the gospel best be translated into the cultural
patterns of a particular culture? It may be that the Old Testament offers
some advantages in its unique approaches to theology. 73
V. CONCLUSION
For either Old Testament studies or Christian education to assert independence from the other or from other fields of theological study is to
limit their respective impact. These two fields need each other. Responsible Old Testament scholars must not denigrate the means of communicating truth provided by Christian education. They must seek to make their
wisdom palatable to those unlearned in the intricacies of Old Testament
linguistics or history. And Christian educators must not ignore the contribution of the whole Old Testament to the vision of God's movement in
history. Let Christian educators not opt for the easy way out of the hard
questions but stand together with learners and scholars before the truth in
awe and humility. 74
Let Old Testament scholars and Christian educators alike remember
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that their fields—including personnel, content and technique—are not
the focus of the educational process. God "is the subject of education." 75
And obedience is essential to true education. Brueggemann argues that
there is no "preobedience knowledge of God." 76 To know God then is to
balance his commandments with his presence. Both fields need to resist
"a legalism that reduces God to Torah and...a romanticism that wants God
without Torah." 77
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Old Testament Spirituality
J. STEVEN HARPER

Christian spirituality is grounded firmly in the Bible. Holy Scripture
provides the objective revelation which prevents spirituality from deteriorating into a private and subjective discipline.' This objectivity is
especially important today when a wide variety of experiences are defined
as "spiritual." Everyone from Henri Nouwen to Shirley MacLaine seems
to be writing and speaking about "the spiritual life." Spirituality as a
human phenomenon is "in," yet it seems that commitment to a spiritual
life which is rooted in Scripture is not so popular.
Ironically, this is sometimes true of Christians as well as the general
public. Those of us who are committed to classical Christianity must
examine ourselves at this point. It is easy to let historic traditions of the
spiritual life serve as our focal point, and/or to have a particular tradition
define our understanding and practice of the spiritual life. While we thank
God for the light which tradition provides, it should not become the basis
of our spirituality.
Furthermore, it is not unusual to hear people say, "I'm a New Testament
Christian." This phrase is supposed to bear witness to, and guarantee, a
purity of doctrine and experience. But it is a phrase that even Jesus
himself would not understand. 2 In terms of a proper view of revelation, it
is an unfortunate bifurcation. Omitting the Old Testament from any
theological view is a serious mistake. This is particularly true of spirituality.
Certainly the focus of Christianity is Christ. But Jesus was a Jew and
the Christian faith had its origins in Judaism. It is impossible to separate
the New Testament from the Old without violating the message of both. In
this article, I hope to show that the Old Testament is an essential and
enriching source for the development of a Christian concept of spiritual
formation.
It is impossible, however, to provide a complete picture of Old Testament spirituality in one short article. This presentation will be selective,
but I also hope it will be representative. At the outset, it is necessary to
make two major decisions which will determine the direction and development of the rest of the article.
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The first decision relates to the issue of the Old Testament canon itself.
It is important to remember that there is no Old Testament spirituality,
technically speaking. Because the books were composed over a period of
approximately a thousand years, what we really have is a series of Old
Testament spiritualities.3 This recognition of a plurality of spiritualities
must not be ignored in an in-depth study of the subject.
For this article, I will continue to speak of an Old Testament spirituality. The Wesleyan view of canon maintains belief in a certain
"connectedness" among the books of the Old Testament. Without this, we
could not legitimately speak of one testament. There is a real and necessary sense in which the revelatory process occurred in such a way that a
larger unity was produced in the midst of plurality. This is not only true
within the Old Testament, but also within the New Testament, and
between the testaments themselves. Without this belief in a fundamental
unity, it makes no sense to talk of a Bible.
Secondly, a decision must be made regarding the kind of spirituality

described in the Old Testament. It is possible to write this article speaking
of "the spirituality of Old Testament times." This approach would emphasize the historical dimension, and would focus upon the faith and practices of ancient Israel. On the other hand, it is possible to write about "the
spirituality which is informed and nourished by the Old Testament." In
this case, the emphasis would be on the contemporary, and the focus
would be on the Old Testament's contribution to a sound spirituality
today. 4
I have chosen the second route. My primary concern is to examine the
Old Testament in such a way that our indebtedness to it will be made clear.
This is not a license for playing fast and loose with history, but it does
mean that a detailed description of the history of Israel will not be the
thrust of what is presented. Resources are available to assist us in that kind
of approach. 5 Rather, I will take certain historical data and attempt to
present it in a way that reveals its significance for contemporary spiritual
formation.
******************************
There have not been many works written on Old Testament spirituality
per se. Two reasons probably account for this. First, the term "spirituality" itself is not a word commonly used by Jews; nor is it a concept
given extensive treatment in their religious literature. 6 This is due to their
belief that spirituality is too encompassing to ever be properly captured in
a word or idea. For the Jew, it is more important to affirm that spirituality
is than to attempt to describe it. It is a concept whose comprehensiveness
and mystery are too great to be analyzed or studied.
I mention this because I generally agree with that belief. Western
theology tends to minimize mystery and maximize analysis. If we are not
careful, we lose the sense of the sacred which must always attend the
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theological task. The Jewish perspective is a good one, and it serves as a
reminder that we are not writing about something which can be fully
captured in words. We are dealing with a mystery too large for our minds
or our pens. The preservation of a sense of holiness and reverence about
all this is something we dare not lose. To do so would be to turn
spirituality into something more akin to an element than an encounter.
Having said this, I nevertheless recognize that the task of writing is to
attempt as accurate a description as possible.
A second reason for the lack of specific materials on the subject is
related to the fact that most of the major aspects of Old Testament
spirituality are dealt with extensively under other headings. The task of
exploring Old Testament spirituality becomes much easier when specific
facets of it are singled out for study. This article is a case study in that
approach. It is only when the subject is considered as a whole that a
scarcity of materials is noted. This will frustrate anyone who wants to
survey the subject, but it is not a major obstacle for those who wish to
examine the topic in some depth. There is, however, room in the discipline of Old Testament studies for reputable scholars to serve the discipline of spiritual formation by providing more general works. As one who
teaches in spiritual formation, but who is not a trained Old Testament
scholar, I would welcome an increase of materials in this regard.?
Let me describe the approach I will take in the rest of this article. First,
I will write with a perception of Old Testament spirituality that is roughly
analagous to a body's skeleton or a building's superstructure. The topic of
Old Testament spirituality will be viewed as present, essential, and
describable within the larger flow of revelation, but as a characteristic
which does not generally call attention to itself. Second, I will write about
Old Testament spirituality under selected categories. I recognize that this
approach does some violence to the dynamism of the subject, but I believe
it is necessary in an article of this nature. Therefore, I will limit our
examination to the following areas: Creation, Covenant, Community and
Challenge.
I hope that this article will serve to provide further conviction of the
essential role of the Old Testament in the development of a proper
spirituality. If it does, it can save us from a truncated view which occurs
when we limit our study to the New Testament or to the post-New
Testament history of Christian spirituality. We will then have a stronger
foundation for discerning truth from error in a time when counterfeit
spiritualities abound, and we will have a much richer source from which
to draw our own formation.
CREATION
It is important that a theology of creation initiates one's reading of the
Old Testament. A spirituality rooted in creation is essential. Thus, before
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we have ventured far into the text of the Old Testament, we encounter
some important facts.
First, we learn that the world is from God, and that the world is "good."
Against all notions of chance and mindless accident, the Old Testament
declares that God is the source of all that is. And against all notions of
dualism, it declares that every facet of creation is good and purposeful.
The Hebrew word tob, good, is found seven times in chapter one.
For Christian spiritual formation, this means that the first word in
spirituality is "sacred." Whatever else can be said about creation, the
starting point is the rightness, goodness, and holiness of it all. Even after

the Fall, it is possible to say, "the heavens declare the glory of God and the
skies proclaim the work of his hands" (Ps 19:1, NIV). No matter what we
do or where we go, we cannot escape or alter the basic "goodness" and
God-ness of the creation (cf. Ps 139:7-12).
Another important fact discovered in creation is that even if we could
escape God's goodness, we would be foolish to do so. For at the heart of
creation is Love. The original perfection of creation, its teleology, its
majesty and its unity all testify to the goodness of God. 8 In fact, it is this
Love which makes it possible to understand other important Old Testament themes such as covenant, prophecy, wisdom, and even eschatology
(see especially Deut 7:7-8). The Creator God is so in love with the
creation that nothing can cause a cessation of that love or curb its
redemptive aspects. Spiritual formation maintains that if we look at the
world through the perspective of the Old Testament, we will conclude that
God is Love.
This revelation of God forms the foundation for the Old Testament call
to worship Yahweh.` The biblical account of creation does not fully
develop the character of God, or even the concept of monotheism.
However, it is worth noting that in the growing religious consciousness of
Israel there is no need to abandon the creation's theology of God in order
to understand God as the Father of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. God is
personal both in and through nature, as well as in and through human
relations.
The creation story tells us that we are loved by a God who is Love.
Human beings are the supreme objects of God's love because of the fact
that they arc created in the image of God. And again, the imago dei is a
foundational concept on the anthropology of spiritual formation (cf. Gen
1:26-27 and 2:7). For the purposes of this article we will focus on the
human dimensions of creation. And when we do, we discover a number of
important things about the spiritual life.
First, we see that life is sacred. God is holy, and the fact that we are
made in the image of God means that we have a holiness through creation.
This is why the murder of Abel by Cain is cited as a serious violation of
the order of creation. This comes in time to be further enforced through
the Ten Commandments' prohibition against murder. When one human
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being violates, abuses, or takes the life of another human being, there is a
loss of the sacred which God intends (Gen 9:6).
But it goes even deeper than that. Even when physical violence is
absent, there is an equal concern for the sanctity of life when a person
does violence to another as in adultery or the seemingly lesser evil of a
falsification of weights and measures. All this finds its source in a
theology of creation which declares that every person, thing and activity
is somehow infused with the divine. Only a lifestyle that maintains
integrity with this sacredness is acceptable to God.
When we set contemporary perspectives alongside this view of the
sacred, we see how we have deteriorated in our acknowledgement of and
commitment to holiness. Life has been secularized in large and small
ways. A general cheapening of human life characterizes personal and
corporate living. The Old Testament plays a valuable role in the formation
of Christian spirituality by never allowing us to forget or minimize the
sacredness of life.
Second, we learn from creation that our life is specific. There is a
general distinctiveness and individuality in the creation of the various
species. But this individuality and specificity is amplified and given
special attention in the creation of Adam and Eve. The expression of the
imago dei in sexually distinctive expressions of humanity highlights what
Eichrodt calls the creation of "an independent, spiritual I." 10 The value of
life is heightened as we see that no person is a duplicate of anyone else.
The process of naming further amplifies this fact. Whereas animals may
well have been named by order (e.g. giraffe), each human being is given a
name which differentiates it from every other human being. Even down to
the etchings of our fingerprints, the work of creation bears witness to the
uniqueness of each human being.
The uniqueness of self and the preciousness of personality are indispensable elements of Old Testament spirituality. This view of life forms
the basis for contrasts between the Israelites and pagan cultures (e.g.
infanticide). It stands behind the ethical-behavioral allowances and prohibitions of the Law. It is the foundation of the prophetic call to justice and
mercy for even the "least" persons in a society. n
Before we leave this idea of specificity as an element in Old Testament
spirituality, we need to say more about it as it relates to sexuality. In a
society like ours today, we have all but lost knowledge of and appreciation
for the relationship between sexuality and spirituality which is presented
in the Bible, beginning in and through the creation story.
The sexual differential of human beings into males and females is
mystery of the highest order. On a purely logical basis, there is no reason
why God had to order creation this way. Even scientifically speaking,
such an ordering was not necessary to perpetuate life. Yet, this distinctiveness stands out in creation as a principle of divine significance.
Clearly, each man and each woman are made in the image of God. There
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is no notion of each one having a sort of "half imago dei." Much less, is
there any notion of one having more of the imago dei than any other. Even
after the differentiation, it is still possible to speak of a kind of completeness within maleness and femaleness.
At the same time, sexual differentiation provides an element in the
human order which reflects something God wanted to maintain in the
whole of creation, and that is a sense of dependence. We easily see and
affirm that God wanted creation to recognize its continual sense of
dependence on Him. But we see less easily that this sense of dependency
is made visible in the dependence which is set up through the creation of
maleness and femaleness. It takes both males and females to describe the
full essence of the imago dei. 12 Furthermore, there is a holy cocreatorship established between human beings and God, as intercourse
between a male and female results in the continuation of creation in
history. Further still, there is a dynamic of attraction, love, and relationship which would not be present if human beings were asexual or
monosexual—or if each man and woman were absolutely and totally
complete in themselves.I 3 We end as we began, with mystery, but it is a
mystery which embraces sexual differentiation and sexual life as part of
the holiness of creation.
The specificity of the "spiritual I" also forms the basis for intimacy of
relationship. Because we have been made "like God" we are equipped for
relationship with God. In the act of creation, God demonstrated a desire
for relationship beyond and outside of the Godhead. By creating human
beings with the imago dei. God made possible both the desire and ability
for every person to relate beyond himself/herself—to others, to every
other part of creation, and ultimately to God.I4
This aspect of relationship is essential if human life is to flourish, even
as it was essential if divine life was to flourish. God allows human beings
to come close, and God desires to come close to human beings. Yet, this
intimacy does not violate the mystery of God or the autonomy of
humans.I5 Rather, it calls God and humanity into a sacred partnership
which maintains God's sovereignty, but which mandates human dominion
(cf. Gen 1:28).
Because we are made in the image of God, we can experience intimacy
in interpersonal relationships. That intimacy is characterized by respect,
service, and love. People are intended to live in peace with one another,
and indeed with the rest of creation. Whatever dominion may mean, it
does not mean domination or exploitation. The Old Testament is filled
with passages that condemn the oppression of people by other people.
Morality, fairness, concern, are the standards of interpersonal relations.
Finally, our being made in the image of God has implications for the
rest of creation. We are to "have dominion" over creation in the sense of
stewardship. The Hebrew concept is that of the faithful discharge of duty.
Adam and Eve, and their descendents, are God's representatives on the
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earth to order and care for it so that it can reflect its own glory. This unity
between humanity and the rest of creation is seen in general by the way
the creation narratives flow from one stage to another. In a more specific
sense, the unity is seen through two specific acts: (1) that the "creeping
things" and Adam are both created on the sixth day, and (2) that Adam is
given the duty of naming all the animals. 16
To be made in the image of God means that we are not merely passive
receptors of divine destiny. Rather, we are active participators in shaping
that destiny. The creation story reveals that God sets forth information
about allowances and limits for Adam and Eve, the allowance for authentic choice, and the execution of judgment after failure (judgment only
makes sense if responsibility is a reality). The fact that we are created in
the image of God means that we are "response-able."
Those in the Wesleyan tradition will immediately see a theology of
"natural conscience" as well as a reflection of prevenient grace. Old
Testament spirituality as revealed in creation is that amazing and awesome
mixture of allowance and accountability, liberty and limitation, freedom
and fidelity. Thus our very creation becomes a major element of our
spirituality. Such a spirituality saves us from any notions of dualism. Such
a spirituality clearly reveals the value and sacredness of life. Through
what we might call a spirituality of creation, we see our interconnectedness, mutual dependencey, and moral responsibility. And we recognize
that true life is not being swept along by some kind of cosmic energy, but
reather is being sustained by an intimate relationship with a personal God.
COVENANT
The personal God who creates persons who share in the imago dei
cannot be satisfied with a generalized relationship. Through the introduction of covenant, the Old Testament reveals an intensification and a
particularization of the divine-human relationship. And through the covenant, we learn important things about the spiritual life.
First, the covenant reveals a bonding between God and those who
accept the covenant. "I will be their God, and they shall be my people
(e.g. Exod 6:6-7; Lev 26:12). This bonding through covenant begins as
early as Gen 9:16 in the covenant between God and Noah. It continues
through the patriarchs, climaxing in the national covenant with Isreal.
Through the covenant, the ideas of closeness and intimacy are amplified.
Images of this covenantal bonding run through the Old Testament: sexual
imtimacy as a symbol of God's intimacy with Isreal, a child nursing at a
mother's breast, a husband who cannot abandon a whoring wife, a
deliverer who releases captives from bondage, etc. One can only conclude that the covenant is God's invitation to "come closer."
This invitation is intitated by God. The shekinah is God's glorious
presence with the people. This glory fills the heavens and the earth in a
general sense, but comes to reside specifically in the Holy of Holies in the
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Tabernacle and later in the Temple. It is important to note that this
presence is "located" in that place where the worship of God is conducted,
where the Law is read and interpreted, and where the people offer their
sacrifices and make their responses. 17 But here, as in creation, God
maintains intimacy without destroying reverential distance—so that the
Creator-creature distinction is preserved. God is not reduced in majesty,
and humanity is not absorbed into divinity. 18
This reverential distance is preserved in two primary ways. First, the
"vision of God" which affects and enriches the nation is something
reserved for a relatively few people. The experience of Moses is an
example. Moses is a reminder of the nearness of God, but Moses is not
presented as a model of spirituality available for any and every Jew. Such
a universalizing of intimacy, from the Old Testament perspective, must
await "the Day of the Lord" (e.g. Joel 2:28-32). And second, Israel's
closeness to God is never seen as automatic and guaranteed. Individuals
(e.g. Samson) and the nation as a whole experience the absence of God. 19
Thus,tebondwGaIsrelcnotbumdrpes
upon. It must be reverently received and conscientiously maintained.
The idea of boundary is related to this. In creation we are given a
picture of God's relationship with the world. But in the covenant, there is
something of a narrowing of relationship. This is both frustrating and
revealing. It is frustrating because we are left to wonder about the precise
nature of the relationship between God and other peoples and nations.
Once Israel becomes the focus (and even more the New Israel in the New
Testament), the Bible never again answers all the questions of God's
general relationship with the rest of the world.
Nevertheless, this has some important implications from a spiritual
formation perspective. First, it implies that there is some sort of
qualitative difference between Israel's knowledge of God and that of other
people and nations. The idea of covenant implies the enrichment of the
divine-human relationship, and enhancement of any less particularized,
more cosmological awareness of God.
There is mystery here. It is a mystery which does not allow us to
conclude on the one hand that one religion is as good as another, but
neither does it allow us to take the other extreme position that Christians
are the only ones who have any legitimate light regarding God. In the
depths of this mystery, we must allow God to be God in relation to those
peoples and nations which are not the focus of the Bible's revelation and
natural conscience, both of which do not fully answer our questions.
A second implication of the idea of boundary is that within the JudeoChristian tradition there is sufficient faith content and experience to
render unnecessary any movement toward another religion. Therefore,
the task which should consume our time and energy is the cultivation of
our relationship with God through Christ to its maximum potential. Dr.
Harvey Seifert puts this in perspective by saying, "Going to other world
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religions for decisively different insights is like carrying a lantern to a
neighbor's house to borrow a match. We already have the essential fire in
our own keeping." 20
However, it would be wrong to conclude that living within the covenant
is some kind of "end" or goal. To live as God's covenant people is to be
engaged in mission and evangelism. In fact, it can be argued that one of
the reasons God had to set the New Covenant in motion through the
Christian Church was that the Jews did not acutalize the missional
implications of the Old Covenant. At their best, both Judaism and Christianity have realized that God wants every human being to have a saving
relationship with Him. So, the Jews have proselytized and the Christians
have catechized. The goal has been to incorporate as many as possible
into the covenant community. Thus, to be in covenant is to be reaching
out.
For Israel, the idea of boundary was conveyed geographically and
legislatively. For the Jews, land and law were two primary means to
remind themselves that God did not intend for people to live as they
please. Through the land, Israel received a place to cultivate its spiritual
life. 21 Through the law, Israel received the information and the perspective to live its life before God. 22 Presence in or absence from the land and
obedience or disobedience to the law become two concrete means of
assessing the nation's vitality, and the two are interrelated.
The idea of boundary is not an easy one to describe. But it is an
observable dimension when the covenant is studied. From a spiritual
formation perspective, this element of covenant deserves much further
study. The validity and vitality of "the spiritual life" must necessarily have
some dimension of boundary to it. This aspect is all the more important as
New Age spirituality attracts the attention of more and more people in our
society.
Finally, we see in the covenant the motif of blessing, with its flip side of
cursing. I state it this way because it seems clear to me that the primary
intent of the covenant was to insure the beatitude of Israel. The message of
God's judgment more technically belongs to life lived outside the covenant than life lived within it. The covenant itself is a medium of blessing.
And it is important to emphasize that even in the Old Testament, the note
of "blessedness" is contained and valued.
Traditional Christian spirituality has seen such blessedness clearly in
the Beatitudes. The same can be said of the Wesleyan tradition. 23 It is
helpful to see that the Old Testament idea of covenant provides the
necessary ingredients of substance and accountability as it relates to the
blessed life. Again, in our overly-subjectivistic age, we are quick to think
of "beatitude" as an essentially private enterprise with a minimal sense (if
any) of community or accountability. The Old Testament notion of covenant helps us a great deal in seeing the blessed life in a more proper
perspective.

72

Harper

Fundamentally, the idea of covenant blessing is a communal idea. The
cultus became the primary medium for describing and interpreting such
blessedness. 24 Thus, the blessed life is a life of obedience to and participation in the community of faith, especially in such things as worship,
sacrifice and prayer. The idea of blessing was made tangible through the
existence of sacred sites, objects, seasons and leaders.
The idea of curse is therefore more nearly the result of disobedience
than it is an expression of any type of negative emotion in God. God's
wrath and judgment follow Israel's breaking of the covenant. In other
words, something sacred must be broken or violated if cursing is to result.
To be sure, original sin creates a primal rupture in the divine-human
relationship which only grace can restore. But here again, the covenant as
blessing offers sinful humanity a place to be reconciled. And when that
offer is accepted and lived out, blessing is the norm. 25
I have spent quite a bit of space interpreting the significance of Creation
and Covenant in an Old Testament spirituality. I have done so because
these are the two elements which have been emphasized most in the
history of Christian spirituality. And as we have seen, they have tremendous consequences for the shaping of an authentic spirituality in our time.
However, they are not the only notes to be sounded. Therefore, in the
remaining pages of this article, I will highlight two more important
aspects which are closely related to creation and covenant.
COMMUNITY
The ideas of Creation and Covenant lead into a discussion of Community, for both speak to us far more of the plural than the singular. And I
confess that I have selected community for examination intentionally and
in light of our society's fearful drift into unhealthy individualism.
The Old Testament knows nothing of authentic spirituality apart from
community, and several Old Testament theologies make "community" the
central concern of the OT. 26 Maturity and mission are conceived of only
in relation to the community of faith. 27 Here again, we note a significant
contrast with contemporary culture and aberrant spiritualities. 28 The Old
Testament helps us to set true spirituality in its proper perspective.
Both the law and the prophets are instructions for the people. Spiritual
leaders are those who have the nation in their hearts. Private spiritual
advancement is not even a minor theme in the Old Testament. 29 The
patriarchs, matriarchs, seers, judges, priests, prophets and kings are all
people for others. Stepping outside the community to embrace a private
experience or a "foreign" entity is anathema. So also is living within the
community in ways that violate its ethos. No matter where you are, you
are a Jew. Nothing can change that. There is no understanding of faith and
life or authentic existence apart from this community perspective.
An examination of the Old Testament shows that Israel had to contend
with tribalism and sectarianism. But when the nation was at its best, the
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tribes and sects saw themselves as part of something far bigger—part of a
fellowship and a community. As Jews, they were grounded in the revelation of God as Yahweh (one God), the law (one standard), and the nation
(one people). There might be any number of threads, but only one
fabric—many colors, but one coat.
In this emphasis on community, we see several important aspects of
spirituality. First, we see the formation of identity. Such identity is fueled
by a strong sense of national consciousness, which is itself integrally
related to sacred actions, sites, objects and seasons. 30 It is an identity
which begins in the family and moves outward to embrace the entire
nation—and in time, even those in dispersion who live outside the
boundaries of the nation. This identity is maintained as the people
remember the mighty acts of God, and the certainty of such past acts
becomes the grounds for hope.
Second, we see the existence of interdependence. The Old Testament
reveals close connections between the king, the priests, prophets and
people. A breakdown anywhere along the line causes the whole nation to
suffer. And there are times (e.g. Hos 5-7) when nothing short of national
repentance will bring healing to the sickness. The theme that "righteousness exalts a nation" is sounded time and again; it is a righteousness
which can only be achieved by mutual faithfulness. Holiness exists only
where all segments of the nation live properly before God and each other.
This helps to explain why immorality, injustice and oppression cannot be
tolerated in the community. 31
Third, the community is sustained and challenged by a divine intuition—a discernment of the word and will of God that comes frequently
through the message of Israel's prophets. This word is by no means
limited to the prophets. All of Israel's leaders are to be those who walk
close to God. And so at various times we see judges, priests and kings
expressing the word of God to the people. But when they are not obedient,
God raises up prophets so that the people are not without the truth of God
in their midst. There can be no genuine community without a sensitivity
to God's will and a determination to carry it out. Without this, community
is destroyed. 32
In contemporary spiritual formation, we learn the necessity of community through the witness of the Old Testament. Even by itself, the Old
Testament supplies us with all the evidence we need to stand over against
the erosion of community in our society. When this biblical revelation is
coupled with the witness of the New Testament and the ensuing Christian
tradition, we are left with no room to erect any notion of the spiritual life
which omits or minimizes community. Community is an essential ingredient for every Christian, regardless of status, maturity, or experience. It
is at one and the same time a provider of an essential element in
spirituality, and a protector against excesses and pitfalls.

74

Harper

CHALLENGE
All of this culminates in a grand challenge. Old Testament spirituality
is never finished. On the one hand, it is a challenge to bring each new
generation into the experience of God. And on the other hand, it is a
challenge to hold the present generation in a faithful relationship to God.
And finally, the spirituality of the Old Testament is one which ultimately
looks beyond itself to the coming of the Messiah and the flowering of the
People of God.
This means that yesterday's experiences, while valuable, can never
become the verifier of present realities. The past cannot sustain the
present or guarantee the future. So, the Old Testament has a tone of
expectation—a forward look. This tone of challenge is an invitation.
Israel is invited to embrace the world as God's creation, themselves as
being made in God's image, the covenant as God's bond of love, the
leaders as God's appointed servants. The comprehensiveness of the invitation is startling. It is as if God is everywhere declaring His presence,
influence and desire to relate intimately with all people.
The essence of the challenge is an increasing closeness and intimacy
between God and Israel. Nowhere is this seen any better in the Old
Testament than in the Song of Songs. Scholars have given this book a
number of different interpretations, but one thing is common—the lover
is inviting the beloved, and the beloved is responding to the lover. The
result is increasing intimacy. In the process, the Old Testament celebrates
such things as spontaneity, longing, fidelity, union, joy and the beauty of
nature. In fact, this book has been considered by some to capture the
major themes of Old Testament spirituality. 33
The problem is that the people do not always respond as they are
intended. The glorious invitation to intimacy is ignored and/or rejected.
And so we see the repeated cycle of repentance/reconciliation. As far
back as Adam and Eve, we see the breaking of relationship with God and
the need to restore fellowship. God often asks in one way or another,
"How long must I bear with you, 0 Israel?" The law, with its elaborate
system of worship and sacrifice, is one means of restoring the nation to
God. The prophets are another way through which God seeks to heal the
brokenness. The Old Testament does not shield us from a picture of God's
ideal intention for all creation, but "Plan B" is usually in operation,
thereby keeping God engaged in a perpetual reclamation project. 34
And once again, at the center of the challenge to intimacy (even in the
face of brokenness) is God's inestimable love. The God we meet in the
Old Testament has made an indestructible commitment to keep faith with
Israel. Nothing can cause God to pull out of that relationship. God's
absolute faithfulness is the foundation for everything in the Old Testament. The psalter focuses upon it. 35
The forward look of this challenge produces a history in which consummation can be celebrated. Israel's history is not meaningless nor
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haphazard. Looking back, it is possible to trace the activity of God in the
midst of the people. Looking forward, it is possible to believe that the
future will be directed by God as well. The note of challenge is not only
one of experienced intimacy, but also one of anticipated increase.
Interestingly, the present and the future converge to provide a vision of
authentic spirituality. Like the two lenses of one's glasses, the present and
future each supply a part of the essential clarity. One lens (the future)
keeps certainty and ultimacy in view, while the other lens (the present)
focuses upon the current tasks of mercy, ministry and mission. We
conclude our examination of Old Testament spirituality on a high note of
moral and ethical repsonsibility. The challenge is to live intimately with
God in such a way that the future is secure and the present is served.
These major categories of Old Testament theology provide us with
numerous insights regarding the nature of spirituality. In creation we are
invited to the richness of the cosmos and the sacredness of life made in the
image of God. Through the covenant we are encouraged to bond ourselves to the living God, which necessarily calls us into community with
all other persons who have done the same. Thus formed, we are challenged to deepen our intimacy with God and to direct our energies toward
the service of others.
To be sure, there are many other aspects of Old Testament spirituality
which could have been included, and they would have increased our
appreciation for the importance of the Old Testament in shaping a biblical
spirituality. But these four will serve as irrefutable evidence that a truly
spiritual life is informed and formed through the revelation of God as
found in the Old Testament. They serve as a reminder that we have not
done ourselves or others a service by omitting or minimizing this part of
the Story from our theology and experience of the spiritual life.
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An Inclusive Vision of the Holy Life
STEPHEN A. SEAMANDS

Exhortations calling God's people to a life of holiness permeate Scripture. 1 Peter 1:15-16 is perhaps the most familiar and representative of
them: "But as he who called you is holy, be holy yourselves in all your
conduct; since it is written, 'You shall be holy, for I am holy'" (RSV).
But what does it mean to be holy? What shape should holiness take in
the believer's life? When one turns to the various Christian traditions in
searching for an answer to these questions, it becomes clear that they offer
different conceptions of the holy life. The monastic tradition's conception
of the nature of the holy life is different from the conception of the
mystical tradition's, the conception of the reformed tradition differs from
the conception of the Wesleyan tradition, and the conception of the
holiness movement of the nineteenth century differs from the conception
of twentieth century pentecostalism. Which tradition is closest to the
biblical understanding?
A prior question needs to be considered: What does Scripture mean
when it says that God is holy? 1 Peter says: "...as he who called you is
holy, be holy yourselves" [italics mine]. This seems to imply that what
holiness means in the Christian's life must be defined and determined by
what holiness is in God. This does not mean that our holiness is in any
way to be exactly identified with the holiness of God. Nevertheless, it is
analogous to God's holiness. If we are to arrive at a proper biblical
conception of the holy life, we must first be clear in our understanding of
the holiness of God. Only then can we begin to describe the shape of the
holy life.
The purpose of this article is to examine the biblical conception of the
holiness of God in order to understand the nature of the holy life. In
examining the biblical conception, we will focus almost exclusively on
the Old Testament, where the concept is developed. (It is generally agreed
that the New Testament builds upon the Old Testament concept, and does
not add anything substantially new.) We will focus particularly on one
passage in the Old Testament, Isaiah 6:1-8, allowing it to function as a
window through which we can view the OT understanding of holiness as a
whole.
In Isaiah 6:1-8, we find the familiar account of the prophet's vision of
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God, his call and his commissioning as a prophet. It is the holiness of
God, above all else, with which Isaiah is confronted. The trisagion, as it
is sometimes called, the "Holy, Holy, Holy" uttered by the seraphim,captures the essence of the vision.
Moreover, the holiness of God is not only central in the vision of God
which is recorded here, it is also a central motif throughout Isaiah. As
Otto Procksch observes, "the concept of holiness is central to the whole
theology of Isaiah."' The prophet's favorite title for Yahweh, "the Holy
One of Israel," found twenty-six times in the book, is instructive. Indeed,
in Isaiah, the Old Testament conception of divine holiness reaches its
summit. Thus, Isaiah (and 6:1-8 in particular) is a prime passage in which
to examine the biblical conception of the holiness of God.
As we examine this passage it becomes evident that holiness (qodesh)
when attributed to or associated with God, is not narrowly conceived or
understood. It does not have a precise, exact meaning, but, depending
upon its context, is closely linked with other divine attributes or characteristics. Holiness in relation to God is not an exclusive concept, but an
inclusive one. In fact, Isaiah 6 indicates that there are several divine
attributes or characteristics associated with the holiness of God. Each of
these must be recognized as a facet of divine holiness if it is to be properly
conceived. We turn then to a discussion of each of these facets of the
holiness of God in order to show how it is reflected, particularly in Isaiah
6, and then in a few other passages in the Old Testament.
GOD'S UNRIVALED MAJESTY (TRANSCENDENCE)

In his description of his vision of God and the action of the seraphim,
Isaiah stresses God's otherness, His separateness from all creation.
Isaiah sees the Lord "high and lifted up" (v 1). The idea of the height of
God is a recurring theme in the book of Isaiah. 2 For example, in 2:5-22,
the writer describes Yahweh as going on a campaign to bring not only
humanity down to size, but also anything else that appears tall—fortified
walls, ships on the sea, even stately trees and large mountains. Isaiah is
greatly impressed by the otherness of God, the immense distance that
separates Him from all other creatures.
When Isaiah describes God's appearance, he goes no higher than the
hem of God's robe! This parallels other Old Testament accounts where
persons are said to have "seen God." For instance, in Exod 24:9-10 Moses
and the elders of Israel "saw the God of Israel," but all they saw was the
pavement under God's feet.
The action of the seraphim further underscores the transcendence of
God: "With two [wings] he covered his face, and with two he covered his
feet, and with two he flew" (v 2). By covering their faces, the seraphim
recognize that because of the infinite distance between them, the creature
dare not even look upon the Creator. Even heavenly beings, the highest
of creatures, dare not do that. By covering their feet or private parts3
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the seraphim acknowledge that the created should not be displayed in the
presence of the Creator. Thus, as Kaiser suggests, "the attitude of the
angelic beings emphasizes the infinite distance between God and every
creature, and recalls the holiness of God to Isaiah." 4
Other Old Testament passages bear evidence of this close association
between divine holiness and divine transcendence. For example, in the
account of Moses and the burning bush (Exodus 3), God commmands
Moses not to come any closer and to take off his sandals, "for the place on
which you are standing is holy ground" (v 5). Moses's response is similar
to the seraph's: he "hid his face, for he was afraid to look at God" (v 6).
To affirm that God is holy, then, is to affirm that there is an "infinite
qualitative difference" (Kierkegaard) between the creature and the
Creator, the human and the divine. There is no ontological continuity
between the two; rather, there is an absolute gulf fixed between them
which cannot be crossed. Emil Brunner expresses it well: "The border line
which separates the nature of God from all other forms of existence...is
not only a frontier line, it is a closed frontier." 5
However, this emphasis on God's unrivaled majesty (transcendence) as
an element of divine holiness, as clear and pronounced as it is, is not
presented in the Old Testament in a manner which negates or obscures the
immanence of God. Instead a beautiful balance is maintained between the
two. In Isa 6:1, God is "high and lifted up" (transcendent), and yet "his
train filled the temple" (immanent). In verse 3, He is "the Lord God of
hosts" (transcendent) and yet "the whole earth is full of his glory"
(immanent).
This balance is consistent with what Brunner 6 describes as the two
"movements" of divine holiness. The first is a movement of withdrawal
and exclusion: God separates Himself, He sets Himself apart, from
creation. He is the Transcendent One, the Wholly Other. The second is a
movement of expansion and inclusion. This movement seems initially to
contradict the first, but it actually completes and fulfills it. For as the Holy
One, God wills to be recognized as Holy, and wants the whole earth to be
filled with His glory. He is not content simply to be holy in Himself; He
desires to make holy. Hence God's holiness is the basis of His selfcommunication which is fulfilled in His love. In this balance, He is
transcendent, apart from His creation, but also immanent, near to it,
seeking to share Himself with it.
GOD'S GLORIOUS RADIANCE (GLORY)
In relation to Isaiah 6, T.C. Vriezen states: "In this text Yahweh's
holiness is also linked closely with His glory. This association of qodesh
and kabod is found again and again in the Old Testament." 7 Of course this
link is explicit in the antiphonal song of the seraphs: "Holy, holy, holy is
the Lord God of hosts; the whole earth is full of his glory" [italics mine].
But it is also implicit in Isaiah's description that God's train "filled the
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temple" (v I) and the temple was "filled with smoke" (v 4).
Smoke, as John Oswalt suggests, is "reminiscent of the cloud said to
accompany the presence of God" 8 and calls to mind the many other Old
Testament passages associated with divine holiness where the presence of
God is manifested in fire (Exod 3:1-6, 19:17-19, 40:34-38; Lev 10:1-3;
Num 11:1-2; 1 Kgs 18:22-40; 2 Chr 7:1-3). These passages clearly show
the link between holiness and glory.
What exactly is the kabod, or glory of God? Simply stated, it is the
visible external manifestation of the presence of God on earth. 9 Furthermore, that holiness and the divine presence are closely linked should
come as no surprise to us, for as we have noted, God is holy and wills to
be recognized as holy. It matters to God whether His creatures do His will
and confess His name. The glory of God is the radiant power of His
being, the energy of His will seeking to make Himself known. It is God
moving out of Himself, seeking to communicate Himself to His creation
and to be recognized by it. As such it is a part of the second movement of
His holiness, viz.,. expansion and inclusion.
GOD'S INFINITE POWER
Isaiah 6 also reflects a close association between the holiness of God
and the power of God. Isaiah describes Yahweh as "sitting upon a throne"
(v 1). As Holladay indicates, Isaiah saw God "functioning as a king." 10 In
Isaiah's time, unlike our own, the function of a king was perfectly clear in
everyone's mind. The king was the government; he was the ruler—usually
in an absolute sense. All might and authority rested in his hands. Describing God as "sitting upon a throne" underscores His sovereignty and
power.
Also, twice in Isaiah 6 (vv 3 and 5) God is described as "the Lord of
hosts" or "the Lord Almighty" (Yahweh Sabaoth). According to Vriezen,
this title is to be "taken in its most intense meaning" as "embracing all
powers in heaven and on earth." 11 Kaiser believes that it came into use
during the period of the judges when Israel began to consciously recognize Yahweh's cosmic power and to set it over against the claims of the
Canaanite pantheon. Thus it was an affirmation that "the holy God, the
Lord over all the powers and forces which form and control this world,
possesses the power to make his will prevail in the world." 12
The power of God is further conveyed in Isaiah 6 by the thunderous
voices of the seraphim (which cause the doorposts of the temple to shake)
as well as by the smoke which fills the sanctuary. There is an obvious
similiarity here with the description of the meeting of God and the people
of Israel on Mount Sinai (Exod 19:16-19). There the lighting and thunder,
the smoke, and the trembling of the mountain created the same awesome
sense of Yahweh's infinite power.
What we find in Isaiah 6—the linking of holiness and power—is
characteristic of the entire Old Testament. Walther Eichrodt maintains that
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wherever the holiness of God is encountered, "its first impact must always
be that of overwhelming power" 13 [italics mine]. Likewise A. S. Wood
can simply say that, "holiness is a synonym for power." 14
For example, in his song of praise immediately following Yahweh's
deliverance of Israel at the Red Sea, Moses extols the power of God: "Thy
right hand, 0 Lord, glorious in power, thy right hand, 0 Lord, shatters the
enemy" (Exod 15:6). But he does not stop there. Extolling God's power
causes him to recognize God's holiness: "Who is like thee, 0 Lord,
among the gods? Who is like thee, majestic in holiness, terrible in
glorious deeds, doing wonders. Thou didst stretch out thy right hand, the
earth swallowed them" (vv 11-12). Here we see power and holiness bound
up together. In fact, in this case, the recognition of divine power leads to
the recognition of divine holiness.
Likewise in 1 Samuel 6 there is a demonstration of Yahweh's power
when He slays seventy men of the village of Bethshemesh "because they
looked into the ark of the Lord" (v 19).The ark had been captured by the
Philistines, but was sent back to Israel because of the plagues which came
upon them as a result of its presence in their midst. The men of Bethshemesh rejoiced when they saw the ark, but aroused the wrath of Yahweh
by their lack of reverence for it. They experienced the terrifying power of
divine judgment, which in turn, produced a recognition of divine holiness: "Who is able to stand before the Lord, this holy God?" (1 Sam 6:20)
[italics mine].
Through such demonstrations of His power, through His terrible and
glorious acts of judgment and redemption, Israel is brought to an
awareness of Yahweh's holiness. Although in experience power may
precede holiness, in reality, as Vriezen suggests, it is a consequence of
holiness. 15 God's holiness "implies His absolute power over the world." 16
GOD'S ABSOLUTE PURITY
God's holiness separates Him from creation, but it also separates Him
from sin. Isaiah's response to his vision of God makes this clear: "And I
said: 'Woe is me! For I am lost; for I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell
in the midst of a people of unclean lips; for my eyes have seen the King,
the Lord of hosts!" (v 5).
Significantly, when Isaiah responds, he does not say, "Woe is me. I am
so small, so finite, and Yahweh is great, so infinite. Look how little I am
and how great He is!" Although there is here a clear affirmation of the
wholly otherness of God, it is not the distance between His being and
God's being which most disturbs Isaiah; rather, it is the distance between
God's character and his character. In the presence of the absolute moral
purity of God, Isaiah feels like a leper.

Some have argued that the uncleanness Isaiah senses has only to do
with cultic impurity. But as Engne11 17 argues, although the cultic element
should not be overlooked, neither should the ethical. Verse 7 makes it
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clear that more than ceremonial impurity is involved. It is Isaiah's
"iniquity" that is taken away and his "sin" that is atoned for.
Thus the holiness of God demands both ceremonial and moral purity.
The eyes of the Holy One are too pure to behold what is evil or to look
upon what is wrong (Hab 1:13). Yahweh's spotless purity, "debars and
destroys everything impure." 18 Those who would ascend the hill of the
Lord and stand in His holy place must therefore have pure hands and a
clean heart; they must walk blamelessly and do what is right (Psalms 15,
24). Taken as a whole, the specific injunctions in the so-called Holiness
Code (Leviticus 17-26) tell us the same thing. As Eichrodt says, they
make it clear that the holiness "required of the people because of the holy
nature of Yahweh implies moral purity and blamelessness." 19
In terms of the two movements of divine holiness discussed earlier, this
facet of holiness relates most closely to the first, withdrawal and exclusion. However, unlike transcendence which involves withdrawal and
separation from creation, purity involves withdrawal and separation from
sin.
GOD'S REDEEMING LOVE
Isaiah's desperate cry, "I am a man of unclean lips" (v 5) is answered by
the declaration of the seraph, "Behold, this has touched your lips: your
guilt is taken away, and your sin is forgiven" (v 7). And as a result of
Yahweh's redemptive love, Isaiah's "Woe is me!" is transformed into
"Here am I! Send me." Here then is another facet of the holiness of God:
it issues in redemptive love.
Unfortunately, however, the relationship between God's holiness and
His love has often been misconstrued. Too often holiness and love have
been set over against each other. As Joseph Cooke says, "Many of us have
been taught that holiness and love are somehow opposed to each other—
as if holiness were at one extreme of God's nature and love at the other,
and holiness would blot us out if love couldn't find a way to prevent it." 2
The truth, however, is just the opposite. Rather than being opposed to
divine holiness, God's redemptive love is at the heart of it; in fact it is its
supreme manifestation.
To understand why this is the case, we must only reiterate what we said
earlier concerning the two movements of divine holiness. First, holiness
involves withdrawal and exclusion. As the Holy One, God wills to be
separate from all created things and separate from evil. But second,
holiness involves expansion and inclusion. As the Holy One, God wills
that all creation be filled with His glory and share in His holiness. God
then wills not only to be holy; He also wills to make holy.
Sin, in turn, poses an enormous threat to the holiness of God, for it
creates a barrier, both on our side and on God's. We choose not to
recognize God as the Holy One nor to share in His holiness. This in turn
evokes the wrath of God, which as Brunner suggests is "the inevitable
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necessary reaction of the will of God to all that opposes him." 21 But—
and this is the crucial point—because God is holy and therefore wills to
make us holy, to have us participate in His holiness and share in His glory,
He must act to remove the barrier created by sin. Andrew Murray
expresses this well: "It is not said, that though God is the Holy One, and
hates sin, and ought to punish and destroy, that notwithstanding this He
will save. By no means. But we are taught that as the Holy One, just
because He is the Holy One, who delights to make holy, He will be the
Deliverer of his people." 22
In his discussion of divine holiness, Karl Barth makes essentially the
same point. There is no doubt, he says, that the holiness of God means
that God is exalted over Israel and separate from it. It means this "only
because it means primarily and decisively this—that God has adopted and
chosen Israel as His child, has given it His promise, and has already
conferred upon it His gracious help." 23
Barth then goes on to discuss the number of Old Testament passages
where God's holiness and His redemptive love are tied together, and
where because of His redemptive love He is called holy. For example,
Moses's exultation, "Who is like thee, majestic in holiness" iExod 15:11)
is prompted by Yahweh's mighty act of deliverance at the Red Sea.
Hannah's joyous affirmation, "There is none holy like the Lord" (1 Sam
2:2) follows the answer to prayers in the birth of Samuel. And the
Psalmist's declaration, "Thy way, 0 God, is holy," (Ps 77:13) is made
while remembering God's redemptive acts on behalf of Israel. Barth
concludes, "Holy means separate, that which confronts, arousing awe and
the sense of obligation. But it clearly means primarily and fundamentally
that which singles out, blesses, helps and restores, and only in this
positive connection does it have that other significance." 24
Divine holiness and divine love should therefore not be set over against
each other. The two, rather, are intimately bound up with one another, so
much so that God's acts of redemptive love are the most sure and final
proof that He is holy.
THE ESSENCE OF DIVINE HOLINESS
Having determined on the basis of our examination of Isaiah 6 and
other Old Testament passages that the holiness of God includes five
elements—transcendence, glory, power, purity, love—we are led to the
conclusion that holiness is not an attribute of God which is distinct from
His other attributes. His holiness is the sum of His attributes, or as Murray
states, "the comprehensive summary of all his perfections." 25 The holiness of God represents His essential nature. It is God's selfhood, the very
Godness of God. Norman Snaith says, it stands for that which is "most
intimately divine." 26
That this is the case can be seen in the various places in the Old
Testament where the idea of divinity in general and the idea of holiness
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merge. Sometimes, for example, "God" or "Lord" and "Holy One" are a
part of Hebrew parallelism (Ps 71:22; Isa 5:24; Hab 3:3). In other cases,
God is directly identified as the Holy One (Isa 40:25; Hos 11:9). In several
places (Ps 89:36, 108:8; Amos 4:2, 6:8) God swears by His holiness,
which simply means that God swears by Himself. So close, in fact, is the
linking between divinity and holiness that, as 0. R. Jones remarks, just as
one might coin the word "socratiness" to describe the essential character
of the man Socrates, so the word "holiness" in the Old Testament functions in relation to God. 27 It is so bound up with His essential character
that there is no way to define it apart from direct reference to Him.
To say that God is holy, then, is not so much to describe Him as to
emphasize that He is the one that He is; it is not so much how God is at it
is who God is. Simply put, holiness is Godlikeness.
THE NATURE OF THE HOLY LIFE
Having examined the Old Testament concept of the holiness of God, we
are now ready to consider some of its implications for understanding the
nature of the holy life.
transcenWe have seen that the holiness of God is bound up with
dence, glory, power, purity and love, and have suggested that all these
facets or elements must be included if we are to arrive at a proper
conception of divine holiness. If we allow our understanding of the
holiness of God to shape our understanding of the holy life, we should
expect that it, too, will include a number of facets or elements, each being
analogous to a facet or element of the holiness of God. Thus each element
of the holiness of God—transcendence, glory, power, purity, love—has a
corresponding analogue in the holy life. Each of these must be given its
appropriate place if we are to arrive at a proper conception of the holy life.
Based on this inclusive concept of the holiness of God, how might the
holy life be described? It is beyond the scope of this article to attempt a
detailed description, but here is a proposed outline:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

The Holy Life is...
A life of separation and detachment.
A life of openness to the presence of God.
A life of power for serving God.
A life of moral purity.
A life of love toward God and others.

Again, it must be stressed that all of these elements or facets must be
included if we are to arrive at a proper conception of the holy life. No one
element should be stressed in a manner which detracts from the others.
Yet, as we examine the conception of the holy life found in various
Christian traditions, we find a tendency to do just that. One or perhaps
two of the facets of the holy life are lifted up and made determinative in
defining its nature. The monastic tradition, for example, stresses separa-
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tion and detachment; the mystical tradition emphasizes union with the
divine presence; the nineteenth century holiness movement accentuated
moral purity; twentieth-century pentecostalism gave greater priority to
power. In an inclusive concept of the holy life no one facet will be exalted
above the others, nor presented as the center around which the others
revolve. All will receive equal importance.
In defining divine holiness we concluded that the holiness of God
represents His essential nature. It is all that makes God, God. Holiness is
Godlikeness. The same holds true with regard to the holy life. The holy
life is the godly life. Rather than exalting one facet of the holy life to the
neglect of others or making one facet the center around which the others
revolve, we should identify holiness first with godliness and only then
with its various facets. Godliness should become the unifying center
around which the facets revolve, like spokes around the hub of a wheel.
In the light of the New Testament revelation we should also go one step
further. Holiness is godliness—true, but no one has ever seen God. Jesus
Christ, the only Son, who has come from God, has made Him known
(John 1:18). In His face is the light of the knowledge of God's glory (2 Cor
4:6). It is better to say that the holy life is the Christlike life. Holiness
should first and foremost be identified with Jesus, who is our touchstone
for defining and determining the nature of the holy life. In Him we see a
living incarnation of each facet of the holy life. He is their unifying center.
Holiness is Christlikeness.
By rooting our understanding of the holy life in a proper understanding
of the holiness of God, we arrive at a conception of the holy life which is
truly biblical, balanced, beautiful and wholistic.
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A Case Study of the Call of Moses
G. HERBERT LIVINGSTON

METHOD IN THIS CASE STUDY
A method of Bible study at Asbury Theological Seminary is the
inductive or discovery method. This method has been used primarily to
lead students into the structure and content of the Scripture as translated
into the English language. It is equally useful for studying the Scriptures
written in Hebrew or Greek.
A primary emphasis of this method is that a student should read and
grapple with the biblical text as objectively as possible. The biblical text
is those books which make up the canon of the Old and New Testaments.
When trying to understand the text, meanings of words, phrases, sentences, paragraphs and literary units should not be assigned to them, but
discovered in them.
The biblical text should be read as whole units, whole books, and
groups of books as a whole. Their inner composition may be grasped by
outlines of their contents, or by visualizing overall structure through the
construction of charts or diagrams.
About fourteen years ago, I was on a committee assigned the task of
forging a new curricular module called Supervised Ministry. There was
much interest at the time in an educational tool called the case study
which had been used effectively in several disciplines, especially business, personnel and counseling fields. The committee hoped it could be
adapted for this new program.
Several guidelines served to adapt the case study for evaluating ministerial activity. The case study format adopted must help the student (a)
deal with actual, recent incidents in the ministerial assignments of the
student, (b) describe briefly and accurately what took place, (c) develop
skills to observe and analyze personal, intrapersonal and interpersonal
relationships on both the behavioral and spiritual levels, (d) isolate and
state the key issue embedded in this event of ministry, (e) research the
several bodies of knowledge and information in disciplines related to
ministry relevant to this event, (f) integrate ministerial practice with
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theory and theology, (g) make judgments as to the validity of insights of
other disciplines, especially in the light of biblical and theological issues,
(h) assist the student in seeing personal strengths and weaknesses as a
minister of the gospel, and finally, (i) confront the need to make necessary, though perhaps painful, decisions which would lead to positive
change and improvement.
A case study format was developed and placed in the seminary curriculum in 1975 and has proved to be valuable as an effective means of
preparing the student for ministry. Throughout the construction of this
format, the inductive procedure used in the division of biblical studies
(described above) was drawn upon heavily for ideas and skills.
This case study format is composed of several levels of reflection called
Reflection I, Reflection II and Reflection III. Each level has several
components.
The Reflection I level takes its clue from the definition "to bend back";
hence, information about the ministerial event under discussion is represented somewhat like a story. The first component, Focus, is a statement
of the who, where and when information. It also includes a carefully
crafted statement or question which brings to the fore the perceived issue
embedded in the ministerial act. The second component, Background, is
the placement of that act in the stream of life, with pertinent data about
each participant, a resume of events that preceded the event and a timeline which connects all the episodes, and a brief description of significant
cultural factors. The third component, Description, is a careful and
accurate reconstruction of what took place in the event being discussed,
sort of an instant replay. The description may either be a narrative, a
verbatim of what was said, or a combination of the two. Actual words
exchanged, emotions expressed and body signals are noted.
Reflection II is governed by the definition "to consider subject matter,
ideas or purposes." This level is composed of Analysis and IntegrationInteraction. This section challenges the student to engage in careful
thinking.
Analysis is the process of identifying the several elements of the case
and carefully scrutinizing each one in terms of personal, intrapersonal and
interpersonal dynamics. Behavioral, psychological and spiritual factors
are probed and examined. The basic interests are to find out what was
going on in this event, why it happened and how it happened.
The information provided in Reflection II is divided into small blocks
of observational data and questions are asked regarding the meanings of
key words, phrases and body signals. The next questions start with
"Why" and "How." Motivations and implications are probed and speculation seeks to determine what was going on beneath the surface.
The second component, Integration-Interaction, is the research section.
After listing several significant issues embodied in the ministerial event,
the student chooses the most important one and makes it the focus of the

A Case Study of the Call of Moses

91

research. Various theories in other academic disciplines which may bear
upon this ministerial act and its focal issue are examined. These disciplines may be biblical, theological, psychological, sociological, behavioral, historical, ethical, etc. The student seeks to build a bridge from his
practical ministerial activity to broader knowledge and theory. This reflection interacts with the concepts and proposed solutions (theories) that
relate to the case. The goal is to gain some objectivity; and perhaps, a
new perspective from which insight could result.
The third level, Reflection III, accentuates the definition "an image
given back," and has three components: Judgments, Evaluations and
Decisions. The mental activity of this level flows out of the other two
levels of reflection, but here the student is a critic and decision maker.
The content of the Judgment component is made up of conclusions
about the validity of the theories and insights of the several disciplines
explored. From the vantage point of study and of matching theory with
practice, choices are made in regard to which theory or parts of theories
are valid. Value statements are accepted and fashioned into an improved
understanding of ministerial action.
In the Evaluation component, the student engages in self-examination
and lays out what are perceived as the strengths and weaknesses of his or
her performance as a minister of Jesus Christ in the event discussed in the
case.
The Decision component is often a difficult section to write. The
student must declare in written statements what changes in attitudes,
manner of approach, ways of relating to people, method of presenting the
Gospel, will be made. The student must be honest at this point; the
statements must be honest, forthright and firm in commitment.
For over a decade I have participated as a faculty leader in reflection
seminars in the Supervised Ministry program. I began to wonder whether
a case study format heavily influenced by a Bible study method might be
brought full circle and adapted for an expositional method of understanding certain portions of the Scriptures. Since my teaching field has centered in the Old Testament, with special interest in the Hebrew prophets, I
began to explore this possibility during several Sabbaticals. I determined
that in the Old Testament there were at least fifty incidents, involving
various Hebrew prophets, that would be suitable for case studies. I
decided to select four "call" experiences, those of Moses, Isaiah, Jeremiah and Ezekiel, and develop six case studies based on them. My treatment of Moses's call experience is presented here.
In applying the case study format to the above mentioned prophetic
experiences, I had to make some adjustments. My presentation shows my
adaptation of the case study method. Obviously, the experiences of the
prophets were not mine, hence, the study could not be a "slice" of my
experience. I must approach the incidents from the perspective of a
critiquer who was not a participant. I was not personally acquainted with
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the time and culture of the prophets. Furthermore, the accounts of the
prophetic experiences are very old and are not the original documents.
No adaptations are made in the Focus paragraph, but the information in
the Background component often is limited by the scant data about the
participants in the biblical text. The Description is basically the biblical
text, with preference given to passages largely made up of conversation.
Some narrative summary is also provided.
In Reflection II, the Analysis begins with blocks of observational data,
a group of questions and some speculation about the literary structure of
the selected passages and their context. This probing is not exhaustive.
Those with literary interests can pursue this "digging" more extensively.
The same limitation and exhortation applies to the remainder of the
Analysis as well. Hopefully, enough has been said to alert the reader to
the value of this procedure.
In the Integration-Interaction component, a basic issue has been selected for limited research. This issue is also stated in the Focus
component. I searched for information that relates to the basic issue as
stated, and a limited number of scholars, who have published their
research in areas related to the basic issue, are named and their theories
summarized. My own research is in this section.
For the student writing a case study in Supervised Ministry, the content
of the components in Reflection III is intensely personal. In this adaptation of the case study format, this personal element still holds, for I, the
critiquer, must wrestle with the impact of the analysis and research on my
thinking. I must make value judgments about the insights provided by
various theories and decide how previous views must be changed and
unification of new concepts forged. The Evaluation component tends to be
more objective for the prophet involved in the study that is under scrutiny.
For the ministerial student this component is very personal. The same is
largely true of the Decision component. One may perceive what decisions
each participant in the call experience made, particularly the prophet.
But, if application, the involvement of later generations, and especially
the present-day reader, is to be taken seriously, something more must be
said. A brief paragraph is included in the decision component to provide
that contemporary thrust.
Some questions you might ask, are: Does this adapted case study
format open new doors to a more complete understanding of the prophet's
call? Does it add a helpful vantage point so that a somewhat different
perspective can be gained? How may the procedure be modified so that it
is more effective?
THE CASE STUDY: A MESSENGER COMMISSIONED
Scripture: Context: Exodus 2:1-15:21
Printed: Exodus 4:10-17; 6:28-7:7
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Focus: At a burning bush on Mount Horeb, the Lord met Moses and

commanded him to return to Egypt in order to bring the children of Israel
out of Egypt. This event happened long ago. The issue: How did the
messenger system provide a framework for the prophetic task?
Background: Lord is the name for the God of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and
their descendents, the Israelites. The Lord had spoken to three men by
various means on various occasions. The Lord is present in the Old
Testament as the only true God and distinctly different from any of the
deities of the polytheistic peoples of the ancient Near East.
The Lord God of the Hebrews presented himself as radically different
from the alleged nature gods and goddesses of Egypt. Unlike the nature
deities, the Lord was not visible to the human eye, nor located in a thing,
or a place, nor was he fettered by time. He was and is distinctly other than
nature; he is its Creator. He uses nature, any aspect of it, to display his
power and to help him carry out his purposes. These characteristics of the
Lord God of Israel are concisely summed up in the Ten Commandments
(Exod 20:1-17; Deut 5:1-21) and in Deut 6:4.
The Lord was especially concerned about the welfare of the children of
Israel because they were the descendents of Abraham. The Lord had made
a covenant with Abraham and had given him definite promises (Gen
12:1-3,7; 13:14-18; 15:13-17; 17:1-22; 22:15-18; 26:2-5,24; 28:13-15;
31:11-13; 35:9-12; 46:2-4).
Jacob and his family had moved to Egypt, due to a famine in the land of
Canaan, with the help of his son, Joseph, a powerful man in Egypt. As the
years passed, the political situation changed in Egypt. The new rulers
were unfriendly toward the Israelites who had become numerous in the
land of Goshen, an area in the delta of the Nile River. Out of one of the
tribes of Jacob (Levi) came Moses and Aaron. Both were born in Egypt in
a time of severe persecution of the Israelites. Moses had been hidden from
the Egyptians, but a princess had found him and claimed him for her own.
Moses was trained by Egyptian teachers; but, one day he saw an Egyptian
beating an Israelite slave and killed the Egyptian. Moses had to flee to the
Sinaitic desert to escape punishment. Nothing is known of Aaron's life
prior to his meeting Moses after Moses's experience at the burning bush.
The Pharaohs of the New Kingdom of Egypt (1550-1200 B.c.) were
powerful persons at that time in the ancient Near East. The exact identity
of the Pharaoh in the Exodus event is the subject of sharp debate. The text
does not identify him. Whoever he was, he was an awe-inspiring individual. The monuments and buildings built by the Egyptian people still
excite wonder and appreciation in those who view them. Their mummified bodies preserved in the Cairo Museum do not look impressive, but

the cultural artifacts and extensive inscriptions that remain certainly are
outstanding.
At first glance, the Israelites appear unlikely candidates for being a
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God-chosen people, who were to serve as a beachhead in a polytheistic
world. They were to be the ones through whom faith in one true God was
to permeate the world. They were the ones who were to worship that God
in spirit and in truth; they were to follow a way of life that embodied the
holiness of God.
The Israelites had been slaves to the Egyptians, who treated them
brutally. The Lord had promised Abraham and Jacob that their descendents would be brought back to the land of Canaan. It was time for God to
fulfill his promise.
The following time line shows the sequence of action in these two
passages and their literary context:
2:1-4
2:5 10
2:11-15a
2:15b-22
3:1-3
3:4-4:17
4:18-20
4:21-23
4:24-26
4:27-28
4:29-31
5:1-9
5:10-21
5:22-6:13
6:14-27
6:28-7:7
7:8-12:30
12:31-15:20
-

Moses born and hidden
Moses found and claimed by Pharaoh's daughter
Moses kills an Egyptian and flees
Moses had arrived forty years earlier
Moses sees a bush that does not stop burning
The Lord speaks to Moses
Moses goes to Egypt
The Lord speaks to Moses again
Moses circumcises his son
Aaron meets Moses
Both speak to the Israelites
Both speak to Pharaoh
The slavery worsens
Moses and the Lord talk together
Moses's family tree
Moses's commission renewed
The Ten Plagues described
The Exodus Event

Description: The Lord used a burning bush to attract Moses's attention.

When Moses turned aside to inspect the bush, the Lord identified himself.
The Lord told Moses of his decision to deliver Israel from their slavery in
Egypt. The Lord commissioned Moses to be his messenger to the Pharaoh
of Egypt. Moses, feeling inadequate for the task, complained that he was
not qualified. Moses and the Lord talked about his problem on two
different occasions.
The biblical record of these two conversations, as found in the New
King James Version, follows:
Then Moses said to the Lord,
Moses 1
"0 my Lord, I am not eloquent, neither before nor
since You have spoken to Your servant; but I am slow of speech
and slow of tongue" (4:10). So the Lord said to him,
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Lord 1
"Who has made man's mouth? Or who makes the
mute, the deaf, the seeing, or the blind? Have not I, the Lord?
"Now therefore, go, and I will be with your mouth and teach
you what you shall say." But he said,
Moses 2
"0 my Lord, please send by the hand of whomever else You may send." So the anger of the Lord was kindled
against Moses, and He said:
Lord 2
"Is not Aaron the Levite your brother? I know that
he can speak well. And look, he is also coming out to meet you.
When he sees you, he will be glad in his heart. Now you shall
speak to him and put the words in his mouth. And I will be with
your mouth and with his mouth, and I will teach you what you
shall do. So he shall be your spokesman to the people. And he
himself shall be as a mouth for you, and you shall be to him as
God. And you shall take this rod in your hand, with which you
shall do the signs" (4:10-17).
Read the section above describing the sequence of action for events
spanning the end of this conversation and the beginning of the encounter
printed below.
And it came to pass, on the day when the Lord spoke to
Moses in the land of Egypt, that the Lord spoke to Moses,
saying,
Lord 3
"I am the Lord. Speak to Pharaoh king of Egypt all
that I say unto you." But Moses said before the Lord,
Moses 3
"Behold, I am of uncircumcised lips, and how
shall Pharaoh heed me?" So the Lord said to Moses:
Lord 4
"See, I have made you as God to Pharaoh, and
Aaron your brother shall be your prophet. You shall speak all
that I command you. And Aaron your brother shall speak to
Pharaoh, that he must send the children of Israel out of his land.
And I will harden Pharaoh's heart, and multiply My signs and
My wonders in the land of Egypt. But Pharaoh would not heed
you, so that I may lay My hand on Egypt and bring My armies
and My people, the children of Israel, out of the land of Egypt
by great judgments. And the Egyptians shall know that I am the
Lord when I stretch out My hand on Egypt and bring out the
children of Israel from among them." Then Moses and Aaron
did so; just as the Lord commanded them, so they did. And
Moses was eighty years old and Aaron eighty-three years old
when they spoke to Pharaoh (6:28-7:7).
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The Lord continued to explain how he would deal with the negative
response of the Pharaoh; namely, by hardening his heart. He would
deliver Israel from Egypt and cause Pharaoh to realize that He was truly
God. After receiving this message from the Lord, both Moses and Aaron
obeyed the divine command.
Analysis: The purpose of this component is to: (a) analyze the structure of

the passage, (b) probe the significance of its literary placement, (c)
evaluate the meanings of words and phrases that occur, and (d) delineate
the dynamics of the dialogue. The first printed passage (4:10-17) is the
final paragraph of a larger literary unit which begins at 3:1. The second
passage (6:28-7:2) is the first part of a unit that extends to 7:7 and is much
like the first passage in that the Lord gives Moses a task but Moses
complains that he is not competent because he cannot speak well. The
Lord then describes how Aaron would function as the speaker for God

and Moses.
Why are two accounts of the Lord's call of Moses to this task present in
book of Exodus? Did they come from two different Israelite communities
centuries after the time of Moses; or is the second account in the text to
tell us that Moses had severe inner struggles as he met opposition in
Egypt? Both passages are narratives made up of conversations between
the Lord and Moses. In the first, Moses speaks twice (10,13), offering
reasons why he cannot be the Lord's spokesman. The Lord responds each
time (11-12; 14-17), addressing Moses's reasons. In the second, the Lord
speaks first (6:29) and then responds (7:1-7). Moses gives his reason for
not being fit for the task in 6:30. Why are the narratives composed mostly
of verbal interaction between the Lord and Moses? Does the presence of
exchanges of words indicate that Moses actually could hear words being
spoken by the Lord? Why preserve conversations that show Moses, the
hero of the Exodus, as stubborn and intractable? Perhaps the presence of
these conversations in the narrative implies that revelation is more than a
thinking process, that it also includes the dynamics of an interpersonal
relationship.
The first incident is said to have taken place in the presence of the
burning bush on Mt. Sinai [Horeb] (3:1). The second took place in Egypt
(6:28). A short but unspecified span of time separated the two incidents.
What is the meaning of this change of place and this span of time?
Possibly the writer consciously provided this data in order to make it clear
that these incidents took place within the flow of a series of events. If so,
how may this fact imply that the writer believed these conservations took
place at two different times?
Let us now look at the placement of these passages in relation to the
units of which they are a part and the placement of the units in relation to
surrounding literary units.
As stated above, the first printed text is the last part of a story which
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begins at 3:1. This story tells us that the Lord caught Moses's attention and
then accosted him by means of a bush that burned but was not consumed.
W.tat follows is an interaction between the Lord and Moses cast in the
literary form of a lively conversation. And, direct speech in the Old
Testament often carries the essential content of a passage. The Lord spoke
to Moses six times (3:4a, 5-10, 12, 14-22; 4:2a, 3-9) and Moses responded
to the Lord five times (3:4b, 11, 13; 4:1, 2b) up to the printed portion.
Within the printed portion, the Lord spoke four times and Moses spoke
three times. Most of the statements of the Lord are much longer than
Moses's responses. In the second printed portion, the Lord spoke twice
and Moses only once. What does this distribution of words imply?
Perhaps this phenomenon indicates the dominance of the Lord in the
encounter, and the sense of inferiority Moses felt.
Chapter three is preceded by a series of literary units which prepare the
reader for the location of the big event but not for the nature of the event
itself. The book of Exodus begins with a short genealogy that ties it to the
conclusion of the book of Genesis. The same people are involved, they
are all descendents of Jacob. They had been in Egypt long enough to have
become a populous community. Joseph is mentioned because he was
instrumental in the move from Canaan to Egypt (1:1-7). The other units
are narratives. The second unit (1:8-22) reveals that a new king in Egypt
feared this foreign community and enslaved them as laborers. The king's
concern became so great that he ordered the women who delivered
Hebrew babies to kill all males. The third unit (2:1-10) tells the story of
Moses's birth and remarkable deliverance from death, because a princess
found him in a basket floating on the Nile River and reared him in her
home. The fourth unit (2:11-25) is an account of Moses's crime, flight to
Midian and marriage of a daughter of Jethro. Thus the human deliverer is
introduced to the reader.
Why are these units so brief? Surely, the time span covered by these
narratives contained many important events. Is it possible the writer's
purpose was not to provide a full history; but rather, to present limited
indicators of what the situation was prior to Moses's call? Conceivably
this could imply that the author had a message about God's concern for
Israel he wanted to convey to the reader. Between the two printed passages are several literary units that tell us of Moses's return to Egypt
(4:18-31), involving a request for permission from Jethro, the circumcision of Moses's son, the reunion with Aaron, and the wholehearted
reception of Moses by the Israelites. Why are only these incidents, and
not others, recorded about this journey? What was the principle of selection which omitted description of the landscape, and the customs of the
people observed along the way? How may each incident in the narrative
have a theological purpose for being there?
The next narrative records the first audience of Moses and Aaron with
Pharaoh and his angry refusal to grant their request (5:1-21). The chapter
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ends with Moses agonizing before the Lord in prayer, to which the Lord
answered with a command to deliver a message to the Israelites. This time
they rebuff Moses (5:22-6:9). The Lord next told Moses to deliver a
message to Pharaoh, though Moses protested he lacked the ability to do
so (6:10-13).
Why is the throne name of Pharaoh omitted from the text? Surely, the
presence of that name would greatly aid later scholars to date this event.
Why is the Egyptian belief that Pharaoh was the sun god in flesh not
mentioned? How might the author intentionally omit this kind of data in
order to emphasize the humanity of this ruler? Perhaps this implies that
the awesome power of Pharaoh was being exposed as a "paper tiger," in
order for the power of the true God to be understood more easily.
Another genealogy (6:14-27; cf. 1:1-7) of Jacob's sons— Reuben, Simeon and especially Levi—has an emphasis on the family tree of Moses
and Aaron. Why does this genealogy appear here? Why not somewhere
else in the sequence of narratives, perhaps between 5:21 and 22? Probably
this genealogy serves with the initial genealogy as literary brackets of a
block of narratives that are centered on the beginnings of Moses's prophetic task.
The second printed passage serves as an introduction to the plague/
Exodus sequence and is tied to the first section by the complaint of Moses
that he had "uncircumcised lips" (6:12, 30). This second passage also
immediately precedes the first of a series of miracles that culminate in the
successful crossing of the sea. The two printed passages present key
events in the Lord's dealings with a reluctant Moses. The entire context,
(1:1-15:21) is prose except for the Song of Moses (15:1-18) and the Song of
Miriam (15:21).
Why does this series of narratives concentrate on the Ten Plagues and
the Crossing of the Sea and ignore a description of the polytheistic
religion of Egypt? This may imply that the main concern of the author was
to exalt the wonder-working power of the one true God. What was the
essential difference between the Lord's miracles done through the agency
of Moses and Aaron, and the magical actions of the Egyptians? How was
the authenticity of the display of divine power established by the results?
Perhaps the alleged power of the magicians was thus exposed as a lie?
There are several words and phrases in the two passages which are the
core of this study and these need to be explained.
Moses's description of his speech impediment contains an interesting
twist of meaning on an important Hebrew word (kcibod) usually translated
as "glory." The literal meaning of the word is "heavy," but it is used in
this literal sense only in 1 Sam 4:18 and 2 Sam 14:26. Often the word is
used of parts of the body that are handicapped, or parts of the body that
connote spiritual impairment. For examples of this use of the term, read
Gen 48:10, Isa 6:10, 59:1, Zech 7:11. In sequence, the NJKV translates
the word as "dim," "heavy," "heavy," (in the sense of deafness) and
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"stopped." The word may serve as a figure of speech for severity of life
experiences such as labor, slavery, warfare, etc. (Read Exod 5:9, Judg
20:34, 1 Kgs 12:10. Read also an article in The Theological Wordbook of
the Old Testament, vol. I, pp. 426-428 for an excellent discussion of the
word.)
In Moses's case, was the handicap lisping, stammering, or difficulty
speaking readily and at a normal speed? Since Moses had been away from
Egypt so long, was he worried about his ability to speak Egyptian
fluently, especially the kind used in a royal court? If so, probably Moses
had legitimate grounds for bringing up the problem.
A striking idiom appears in verse 15: Moses was to "put words in his
[Aaron's] mouth." What does this phrase mean? Since words are not
physical objects, may this phrase refer to some sort of transfer of a
message? Could this phrase be influenced by the then-current practice of
the Pharaoh to designate one of his important officials as his mouth, with
the task of relaying to others Pharaoh's wishes? If so, would not the idiom
indicate a very high status of Moses before the Lord—and, of Aaron
before Moses—in communicating to others? Does not the word "spokesman" in verse 16, support this probability?
In the second passage, Moses says he has "uncircumcized lips" (see
also 6:12). Elsewhere in the Old Testament, the adjective "uncircumcised"
designates ears that do not listen and understand (Jer 6:10). When the
word modifies heart, the inner being, it indicates defilement and disobedience (Isa 52:1, Jer 9:26). Other passages contain commands and exhortations that such a heart be circumcised, so undesirable traits are removed
and desirable traits are added (Deut 10:16; 30:6; Jer 4:4; Rom 2:28-29:
15:8; Phil 3:3: Col 2:11). What does this phrase mean here? Can it be
something like his tongue being slow (heavy, 4:10)? Could it be that since
circumcision was a religious ritual that served as a symbol of obedient
servanthood to the Lord, that uncircumcision represented lips that refused
to obey Moses's wishes? Very likely, this fact made Moses believe his lips
were unfit for the Lord's service. Why may Moses have hinted that he was
defiled because of his speech handicap and that the Lord ought to correct
it by an act comparable to the rite of circumcision?
The Lord told Moses he was to have the status of "God to Pharaoh." It
is known from Egyptian literature that all Egyptians regarded the Pharaoh
as a deity, a descendent of the sun which was the most important god
above many gods and goddesses. The Old Testament nowhere speaks of
Pharaoh as a god. What does this placement of Moses as God over
Pharaoh mean? How might God thus negate the claim that Pharaoh was a
powerful god by elevating Moses above him? How could this kind of
statement also establish in Moses's mind that the Lord is the supreme God
and that Moses had a high position before the Lord, higher than even the
powerful position of Pharaoh in Egypt? In what way may this statement
grant Moses great authorty in transmitting the divine message to Aaron?
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To extend the point further, how might this statement elevate even
Aaron above the Pharaoh? Aaron was positioned as a "prophet" who
received the divine message from Moses and delivered it orally to Pharaoh. Only Abraham is referred to as a prophet prior to Aaron in the
Scriptures (Gen 20:7) and his task was to pray for Abimelech. Moses is
called a prophet in Deut 34:10, and the word is used elsewhere in the Old
Testament over 160 times of other people. What does it mean that Aaron
was to serve Moses as his prophet? How may the word serve as a
synonym of "spokesman" in 4:16? In what way may the reference to
Aaron speaking to Pharaoh (7:2) serve as a support for that connection?
The Lord told Moses that he would "harden" Pharaoh's heart. This
word does not seem to mean that the physical organ had changed from

being a soft muscle to some kind of hard substance. It is more likely that
this verb represents a proud, stubborn attitude toward Moses's request.
Thus "heart" here seems to denote, not the physical organ, but a figure of
speech for the inner being. Thus this hardening seems to represent a

judgment on Pharaoh's refusal to permit the Israelites to leave Egypt. The
Lord promised Moses that he would do many "signs" and "wonders" to
demonstrate his mighty power (7:3) to Pharaoh and the Egyptians. What
were these signs and wonders? How might the ten plagues and the
protection of the Israelites during the plagues, and the dividing of the
waters qualify as signs and wonders? Since the Lord does not have a
physical hand like humans, how might the word "hand" (7:4,5) function
as a figure of speech for the acts of God in performing these signs and
wonders?
The relationships apparent in these two passages center about: the
Lord, Moses, Aaron, the Israelites and Pharaoh. What aspects of these
relationships point to a network of communication which makes it possible for messages to flow from the source to addressee and back to the
source? What implications can be drawn from the fact that these texts
present the Lord as the invisible but authoritative source of the messages?
Why did the Lord initiate the situation? What motivation did the Lord
have in making contact with Pharaoh? Why did the Lord select Moses as
his personal representative, and work with him until he obeyed? How was
mercy expressed when he selected Aaron as Moses's substitute voice?
Why did the Israelites find it difficult to keep on believing, after Pharaoh
intensified their suffering?
I n regard to the humanness of Moses displayed in prayers of complaint,
what implications can you draw about the Lord's wisdom in selecting
Moses for this task? What conclusions are justified in regard to Pharaoh
sensing a challenge to his pride and power, when he heard the request? On
what basis could Pharaoh have surmised that Moses acted like a greater
god than he; and thus, should be taught a lesson of humility? How was
Pharaoh, in fact, humiliated, when Moses approached him as a representative of a more powerful God, and treated him as not more than a human
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king? How might Pharaoh feel justified for reacting harshly in putting
down a potential rebellion?
This analysis is a selection from a number of blocks of observational
data, questions and speculation that can be directed toward the passages
quoted and their context. You may want to add questions that come to
your mind.
Integration and Interaction: Among many issues that one may discover in

this passage, some are listed below, with one selected for examination.
1. Why did the Lord not immediately punish Moses for his resistance
to the Lord's commands?
2. When the Lord said he makes some people mute, deaf or blind, did
he mean he commits unjust acts against innocent people?
3. Why should a God of love become angry at anyone?
4. Did the Lord reveal a mean streak in his character when he stated he
would harden Pharaoh's heart?
5. How did the messenger system provide a framework for the prophetic task?
The last issue has been selected because the Lord wanted Moses to
deliver messages for Him and He indicated that Aaron could perform the
same messenger function for Moses. This suggests that the characteristics
of the messenger mode of communication between humans may be much
like the way the Lord chose to reveal his will to his people.
The basic words and idioms of the call of Moses are that of transferring
a message from one person to another by using a messenger. This was an
age-old mode of communication among many of the peoples of the world
and at every level of society.
Several stories that appear earlier in the book of Genesis suggest a
messenger mode of transferring a message which involved a spiritual
being. When Hagar and her son Ishmael were ejected from Abraham's
encampment, an angel of the Lord appeared to her and gave a promise of
a fruitful future (Gen 16:7-12). Verse 13 suggests Hagar understood the
angel to be the Lord himself, or at least the representative of the Lord.
Note that at the end of verse 11, the Lord is referred to as another person.
Note another appearance of an angel to Hagar (Gen 21:17-20). There are
other instances where an angel of the Lord conveyed a message to people:
Gen 22:11-12; 31:11-13; Num 22:31-35; Judges 2:1-4; 6:11-23; 13:3-22;
1 Kgs 19:5-8; 2 Kgs 1:3; 1 Chron 21:18; Zech 1:9-19; 2:3-5; 3:6-10; 4:1-7;
5:5-11; 6:4-8. In the instances involving Elijah and Zechariah, the messenger statement, "Thus says..." indicates the message was to be relayed
to an audience.
An example of a person using a messenger is found in Genesis 32:3-6.
Jacob had returned to the highlands east of the Jordan River with a large
family, many servants and a multitude of sheep and cattle. Many years
before he had wronged his brother Esau and fled north to his Uncle
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Laban's to escape Esau's wrath. He knew that Esau lived to the south in
Edom, but did not want to meet him face to face. He selected messengers
from among his servants and sent them with a verbal message to deliver to
Esau. An important phrase in the message is, "Thus your servant Jacob
says," for it denotes the source and authenticity of the message the
messengers delivered to Esau. The messengers reported back that Esau
was on his way with 400 men to meet Jacob.
The second recorded instance is in Gen 45:9-13,25-28. Joseph had just
revealed his true identity to his astounded brothers when he ordered them
to deliver a message to their aged father, Jacob. He was now the chief
officer of the Pharaoh, and wanted his father and all the family to come
live in the land of Goshen. Joseph used a phrase similar to Jacob's, "Thus
says your son, Joseph." However, there was a problem in delivering the
message. The brothers, years before, had told Jacob his son Joseph had
been killed by wild beasts; now they had to tell Jacob his son was alive
and a very powerful leader in Egypt. It was difficult for Jacob to believe
the message, but the presents Joseph had sent and a word from the Lord
(46:1-4) persuaded him the message was authentic. Later events in Egypt
verified the truth of the message.
Compare these incidents with Num 20:14-20; 21:21-23; 22:5-19; 1 Kgs
22:26-27; 2 Kgs 18:17-35; 19:2-4; 9-14a. Note also that this same messenger method and messenger statement, with God as the sender, begins
with Moses (Exod 3:14) and is used many times in their interpersonal
relationships as recorded in Exodus, Leviticus and Numbers. They also
appear in the Lord's messages to his prophets throughout the Old Testament.
An incident in the life of Abraham is also of interest. Abraham sent his
representative, his oldest servant, to Laban to obtain a wife for Isaac
(Genesis 24). This servant, when he met Laban, simply identified himself
as Abraham's servant and did not use the phrase, "Thus says Abraham."
The servant did not have a specific message to deliver, but had freedom to
negotiate within guidelines. The story does, however, illustrate an ancient
practice of using others to convey information and desires to selected
people. Compare with Gen 37:13-17; 42:16; 46:28; Josh 2:1-23; 7:22-23;
Judg 6:35; 7:24; 9:31-33; 11:12-28, and many others.
In recent years, an abundance of evidence for the practice—especially
among government leaders—of choosing messengers to relay messages
to others has come to light. Predominantly, the evidence has been letters,
decrees and commercial invoices written in several kinds of scripts on
clay or stone. These materials have survived the ravages of time, but
evidence from Egypt and the eastern coastal regions of the Mediterranean
Sea indicate the widespread use of a paper-like papyrus which was easily
destroyed by moisture. Rulers sent messages on clay or papyrus with the
messengers. These were written duplicates of messages delivered orally.
A normal feature of these messages was some variation of the statement,
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"Thus says (personal name)." This statement designated the sender,
whose authority extended to the person who delivered the message.
Such written messages have been found on clay tablets by the thousands
at such places as Ebla (2400-2250 B.c.) in the northwestern corner of modern Syria; at Nippur (1800-1700 B.c.) in the southern part of the Mesopotamian Valley; at Mari (1800-1700 B.c.) on the south bank of the Euphrates
River; at Nuzi (1500-1200 B.c.) in the highlands east of the Tigrus River; at
Hattusas (1500-1200 B.c.) in the central part of modern Turkey; at Ugarit
(1500-1200 B.c.) near the site of Ebla; and, at Nineveh (670-650 B.c.) by
the Tigrus River. Many more such messages, mostly on clay but some on
papyrus, have been unearthed by archaeologists or found scattered on the
ground. These documents span many centuries of time.
Pertinent to this study is a cache of about thirty clay tablets found at
Man. Various individuals from various places near Mari reported to
representatives of the king that in a trance or a dream they received
messages from idols of the storm god Baal or the mother goddess Ishtar.
The representative wrote the message on a clay tablet which was delivered
to the king. Typical of these messages is the statement. "Thus says Baal
(or Ishtar) to..." These are the only records of prophetic messages found
before 1000 B.C. apart from the Old Testament, and associated with a
nature deity of a polytheistic religion.
In governments of the ancient Near East, a high official of the governing body was the herald who received messages from the ruler or council
and delivered them to whomever designated. The herald could in turn
delegate his task to subordinates. The messages were delivered orally,
combined with a written message, or consisted simply of the delivery of
an inscribed piece of clay or sheet of papyrus. This was common during
the time span of the Old and New Testaments.
The establishment of a messenger system between God, his prophets
and those addressed was thus not an introduction of a new mode of
communication, but an adaptation of a well-known and widely employed
method. The mode was an "earthen vessel" by which the "treasure" of
divine reality and power was made known to human beings. It was a
communication system and vocabulary they understood. The research of
several scholars is summarized below to indicate how significant this
mode was for the biblical prophets.
Since the biblical record places Moses in a close relationship with the
Egyptian culture, one may wonder whether the herald was important in
the government of that land. One reference (Gen 41:43) obliquely refers to
messengers who proclaimed to the people the importance of Joseph. But
A. S. Yahuda provides more precise information from Egyptian inscriptions. Drawing from inscriptions of the New Kingdom, contemporary
with Moses, Yahuda shows that the word "mouth" is a literal equivalent to
the title of a high official of Pharaoh's court. Usually this person was heir
to the throne and ranked immediately after the king. The task of the
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Egyptian "mouth," or "chief mouth," was to see that the messages of
Pharaoh, who the Egyptians regarded as the sun-god in human flesh, were
properly delivered to the intended audience. (See bibliography.)
J. S. Holladay notes that the Assyrian Empire of the eighth and seventh
centuries B.C. had a high official, with heraldic duties of receiving
messages from the emperor and seeing that they were delivered. He saw
this practice as a communication model for Old Testament prophecy. (See
bibliography.)
Ann M. Vater provides an exhaustive description of eight patterns of
stories in two hundred and thirty texts in the Old Testament. Overall these
follow the messenger-communication model common in ancient times.
(See bibiography.)
T. Y. Mullins shows that comparable narrative forms are found in the
New Testament, especially in Luke and Acts. (See bibliography.)
B. S. Childs observes that limiting one's interest just to the system as a
model for the call of Moses and all future prophets can be artificial. He
stresses the need to see the theological dimensions of this event in the life
of Moses. Primarily this involves the dominance in this call of the reality
of the one true God intervening in the affairs of an enslaved Israel and
their oppressor, mighty Egypt, to redeem his people and bring them to the
land of promise. Also to be considered must be the reality of Moses as a
real human being, gripped with doubts and fears. (See bibliograpy.)
The observations made by these scholars are helpful, but there are
several factors which seem to be overlooked. I would like to offer
additional information that has arisen from my personal study of these
narratives depicting Moses's call. (See bibliography.)
In terms of narrative structure, the account in 3:1-4:18, and other
discussions of the call (5:22-6:13; 6:28-7:7) are made up of similar
components. In the first instance the components are (a) the theophany in
the burning bush (3:1-5), (b) God's identity and purpose (3:6-9), (c)
commissioning (3:10), (d) objections and assurances (3:11-4:12), (e)
request (4:13), (f) help provided (4:15-17), and (g) obedience (4:18). The
second section (5:22-6:13) has these components: (a) objection (5:22-23),
(b) God's identity (6:1-5), (c) commissioning (6:6-8), (d) obedience (6:9),
(e) commissioning (6:10-11), (f) objection (6:12), and (g) command (6:13).
The third section (6:28-7:7) has the following components: (a) God's
identity (6:28-29a), (b) commissioning (6:29a), (c) objection (6:30), (d)
help provided (7:1-2), (e) assurance (7:3-5), and (f) obedience (7:6 - 7).
Not all components appear in these three sections, nor are they completely in the same sequence. They do, however, provide a vivid series of
encounters between the Lord and Moses which offer some basic insights
about what the Lord wanted to accomplish, and the means he had decided
to use to attain his goals.
The messenger system has several phases in its mechanism for communicating information. These phases are, (a) the decision of the sender to
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select a messenger, (b) the awareness of the messenger of being selected,
(c) the sender giving a message, and the messenger receiving it, (d) the
messenger carrying the message, (e) the messenger delivering the message, (f) the audience, hearing or seeing the message, (g) the auditor, or
audience, responding to the message, (h) the messenger hearing or seeing
the response, (i) the messenger returning and delivering the response to
the sender, and (j) the sender reacting to the response. From this point, the
sequence may be repeated many times.
Taking the phases in the order listed, one may illustrate each by the
following passages:
(a) Exod 2:24-25, "So God heard their groaning, and God
remembered His covenant with Abraham, with Isaac,
and with Jacob. And God looked upon the children of
Israel, and God acknowledged them."
Exod 3:7-9, "And the Lord said: 'I have surely seen the
oppression of My people who are in Egypt, and have
heard their cry because of their taskmasters, for I know
their sorrows. So I have come down to deliver them out
of the hand of the Egyptians, and to bring them up from
that land to a good and large land, to a land flowing with
milk and honey, to the place of the Canaanites and the
Hittites and the Amorites and the Perizzites and the
Hivites and the Jebusites. Now therefore, behold, the cry
of the children of Israel has come to Me, and I have also
seen the oppression with which the Egyptians oppress
them.' "
b) Exod 3:10-11, "'Come now, therefore, and I will send you
to Pharaoh that you may bring My people, the children of
Israel, out of Egypt.' But Moses said to God, 'Who am I
that I should go to Pharaoh, and that I should bring the
children of Israel out of Egypt? —
(c) Exod 3:15-17, "Moreover God said to Moses, 'Thus you
shall say to the children of Israel .
'"
Exod 6:6-8, "Therefore say to the children of Israel•
"
Exod 6:13, "Then the Lord spoke to Moses and Aaron,
and gave them a command for the children of Israel and
for Pharaoh king of Egypt, to bring the children of Israel
out of the land of Egypt."
The chief indicators of this phase of the messenger system are terms such as "send," "go," "speak," and the
statements "Thus you shall say to...," or "Thus says the
Lord."
(d) Exod 4:29, "Then Moses and Aaron went and gathered
together all the elders of the children of Israel."
Exod 7:10a, "So Moses and Aaron went in to Pharaoh,
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and they did so, just as the Lord commanded."
(e) Exod 4:30, "And Aaron spoke all the words which the
Lord had spoken to Moses. Then he did the signs in the
sight of the people."
Exod 5:1, "Afterward Moses and Aaron went in and told
Pharaoh, 'Thus says the Lord God of Israel: "Let My
people go, that they may hold a feast to Me in the
wilderness."'"
Exod 6:9a, "So Moses spoke thus to the children of
Israel;..."
Exod 7:10b, "And Aaron cast down his rod before Pharaoh and before his servants, and it became a serpent."
Exod
4:30, [implies hearing plus seeing] "...in the sight
(f)
of the people."
Exod 5:1, [hearing evident in this verse].
Exod 7:9-10, [hearing and seeing evident in these
verses].
(g) Exod 4:31, "So the people believed:...then they bowed
their heads and worshiped.
Exod 5:4, "Then the king of Egypt said to them, 'Moses
and Aaron, why do you take the people from their work?
Get back to your labor. — [See also 5:5-19.]
Exod 5:20-21, "Then, as they came out from Pharaoh,
they met Moses and Aaron who stood there to meet
them. And they said to them, 'Let the Lord look on you
and judge, because you have made us abhorrent in the
sight of Pharaoh and in the sight of his servants, to put a
sword in their hand to kill us.' "
Exod 6:9, "...but they would not heed Moses, because of
anguish of spirit and cruel bondage."
Exod 7:11-13, "But Pharaoh also called the wise men and
the sorcerers; so the magicians of Egypt, they also did in
like manner with their enchantments. For every man
threw down his rod, and they became serpents. But
Aaron's rod swallowed up their rods. And Pharaoh's
heart grew hard, and he did not heed them, as the Lord
had said."
(h) [The passages given above all assume that Moses and
Aaron heard and/or saw the responses of their several
audiences.]
(i) Exod 5:22-23, "So Moses returned to the Lord and said,
`Lord, why have You brought trouble on this people?
Why is it You have sent me? For since I came to Pharaoh
to speak in Your name, he has done evil to this people;
neither have You delivered Your people at all. —
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(j) Exod 6:1-8, "Then the Lord said to Moses,..."
These phases are reflected in the composition of many literary units in
Exodus, Leviticus and Numbers. Other passages that are similar in
emphasis are, Exod 7:14-18, 25-8:4; 9:13-21; 14:1-8; and 25:1-30:10.
There are nine such units in Numbers: 5:5-10, 11-31; 6:1-21, 22-27;
15:1-16, 36-40; 18:25-32; 35:1-8, 9-34. All of these have in them mostly
short, sometimes long, portions of the message content. They are concerned primarily with phases (a), (b) and (c).
Other narratives cover all phases from (a) through (g). Consider the
organization of the following: Exod 9:1-7; 10:1-6; 12:1-42; 19:1-8a;
20:18-24:3; Num 17:1-19; 34:1-15.
Another set concentrates on phases (d) through (g). They are Exod
11:4-10; 32:25-29; 35:1-3, 4-29, 35:30-39:43.
The accounts that center on phases (h) through (j) are set up as prayer
situations in which Moses discussed with the Lord problems that arose
from negative reactions of the addressees. The first such situation arose
from the twin negative reactions of Pharaoh and the Israelites (5:19-6:1).
Others are Exod 8:8-15; 10:16-20; 14:9-25; 15:22-27: 17:1-7; 31:18-32:16;
32:30-35; 33:7-23; Num 9:6-23; 11:1-3; 11:4-25; 12:10b-16; 21:4-9.
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Judgments: As they presently stand in the biblical text, the passages

selected for this case study have geographical and chronological continuity with the episodes which precede, come between and follow them.

These passages are important because the call of Moses is the first such
incident recorded in the Scriptures. Remarkably, the experience of Moses
at the burning bush served as a model for all future prophetic calls.
The main character, Moses, is placed in this continuity by a series of
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short narratives in one brief chapter. These stories recount his birth,
growth to manhood, his crime, his flight to the vast deserts east of Egypt,
and his new life in the family of Reuel, also known as Jethro.
The several authors mentioned in the Integration and Interaction section—Yahuda, Holladay and Vater—provide important information
about various aspects of the messenger system in the ancient Near East.
Ann Vater especially deals with the composition of the narratives related
to prophets in the Old Testament, and many of her observations are
helpful. However, there are some features of Moses's call narratives that
seem to be overlooked. These features are briefly described here.
The call account in 3:1-4:18, and the other discussions of the call
(5:22-6:13; 6:28-7:7) are made up of similar components. In the first
instance, the components are: (a) the theophany in the burning bush
(3:1-5), (b) God's identity and purpose (3:6-9), (c) commissioning (3:10),
(d) objections and assurances (3:11-4:12), (e) request (4:13), (0 help
provided (4:15-17), and (g) obedience (4:18). The second section
(5:22-6:13) has these components: (a) objection (5:22-23), (b) God's
identity (6:1-5), (c) commissioning (6:6-8), (d) obedience (6:9), (e) commissioning (6:10-11), (f) objection (6:12), and (g) command (6:13).
We have here an example of adaptation of human structures of personto-person communication, the messenger system, which was well known
throughout the ancient Near East and thus familiar to Moses, his people
and to the Egyptians.
In Moses's service for the Lord, there was more than a messenger
responsibility. A goal of the Lord was to forge a national covenant with
the descendents of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob which would fulfill promises made to those patriarchs. The event which accomplished this goal
took place at Mt. Sinai after the Exodus from Egypt. A complete coverage of the life and work of Moses must include the significance of this
national covenant and the legal, military and religious laws and rites that
combined to make the freed slaves into one people under one God. Such
coverage will not be attempted in this case study, but it should be noted
that the tasks of messenger, covenant mediator, lawgiver and military
leader intertwined with common concepts about God, nature, nation and
humanity.
B. S. Childs is right in his caution that over-attention on the mechanics
of the messenger system and the forms of oral and literary composition
can be artificial. There must be a grasp of the theological tenets that
infused mode and form.
A basic feature of the two passages before us, in fact in all of the
Scriptures, is the dominance of the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. He
had remembered his covenant with them and decided the time had come
to redeem their descendents from slavery. The implementation of the
divine decision was the sudden impact of his presence by means of the
bush that would not burn up. The mode of contact was person-to-person
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conversation, a form of communication well known to Moses.
Though a bush was used in catching Moses's attention, the Lord did not
identify himself as this natural object or as any natural force. He identified himself as the God of ancestors who had lived elsewhere and at a
different time. When pressed for a name, the Lord gave the enigmatic, "I
am who I am," which suggests he is the Creator, the one who is dynamic
being. With the command that Moses go to Egypt, the Lord gave the
promise, "I will certainly be with you" (3:12). He further promised that he
would bring the Israelites out of Egypt and lead them into the land of
Canaan, the promised land. He was not the shepherd's rod that changed to
a snake and back to a rod, nor the leprosy that afflicted Moses's hand and
then was healed. These items were not the Lord; rather, they were signs
that indicated the Lord was present in an awesome way.
The sovereignty of the Lord was apparent in the mystery of the bush
that was not consumed, in the signs and in the commands, promises,
anger and provisions evident in the Lord's dealings with Moses. His
sovereignty came into the foreground vividly in the series of encounters
with the Pharaoh of Egypt.
The narratives associated with the Exodus do not give the slightest hint
that the royal court, the religious establishment and the common people
believed fervently that Pharaoh was the great sun-god in human flesh. The
Pharaohs did not disagree; rather, no effort or expense was spared to keep
this belief strong in the hearts and minds of all Egyptians. Pharaoh was
not only regarded as a god, he was the State, the absolute ruler of his
people. (Although this situation varied during Egypt's history.)
The Egyptians were polytheists, believing in many nature gods of
lesser powers than the sun and Pharaoh. This much is acknowledged in
the phrase, "gods of Egypt" (Exod 12:12). Magicians at the royal court
were also recognized as having a measure of power (Exod 7:11,22;
8:7,18,19; 9:11).
In the Exodus narratives, the God of the enslaved Israelites fearlessly
and powerfully challenged Pharaoh (he is depicted as merely a human
ruler), the might of the State, and the faith of every Egyptian. Audaciously, he chose an old shepherd, a murderer who had a combined
Hebrew and Egyptian heritage, as his human agent. By instructing Moses
and his brother Aaron, and displaying his power, "...by trials, by signs,
by wonders, by war, by a mighty hand and an outstretched arm, and by
great terrors..." (Deut 4:34), the Lord invaded Egypt, brought Pharaoh to
his knees and delivered the Israelites from slavery.
To emphasize Pharaoh's inferiority, the Lord appointed Moses "as God
to Pharaoh" (7:1), an ironic twist in that Pharaoh regarded himself as
deity. Moses was to have a position of power and authority over this king,

and even Aaron was to have a superior position. As Moses's "mouth,"
Aaron was his brother's deputy spokesman and thus at a level higher than
Pharaoh. The Lord was dramatizing his own sovereignty by elevating his
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servants to these high levels and thus demoting Pharaoh.
The other participants in the call experience and the events that followed were the Israelite people. The burning bush experience did not
happen in order to give Moses a spiritual high or a good feeling. The
significance of the experience was that the Lord commissioned Moses to
lead the Israelites out of Egypt, to form them into a nation, and to settle
them in the land of Canaan.
Moses's first contact with his fellow Israelites would have encouraged
him to believe they would respond positively, but the aftermath of the first
encounter with Pharaoh was suffering. Their attitudes radically changed
toward their would-be leader and Moses fled to the Lord to pour out in
prayer his deep disappointment. The fluctuations of the Israelites between
exemplary faith, with accompanying obedience, and apostasy (in calf
worship) or just nasty complaining, were hallmarks of the Exodus and the
wanderings in the wilderness. They knew the exhilaration of salvation
from bondage and flood and could sing with enthusiasm the Song of
Moses, part of which reads:
Who is like You, 0 Lord, among the gods?
Who is like You, glorious in holiness,
Fearful in praises, doing wonders?
You stretched out Your right hand;
The earth swallowed them.
You in Your mercy have led forth
The people whom you have redeemed;
You have guided them in Your strength
To Your holy habitation.—Exod 15:11-13
In contrast, when the people suffered hunger and thirst in the desert,
they were quick to blame the Lord and Moses and considered returning to
Egypt. Numbers chapters 11 and 14 are examples of their rebellion in the
wilderness.
An evaluation of Moses's call is not complete without taking the
participation of the people seriously. They were the objects of the Lord's
redemptive mercy and experienced the trials and triumphs of interacting
with divine guidance and grace under the leadership of Moses.
What the Lord did in and through Moses became the model for
measuring prophets and their activities in Israel. Deuteronomy 18:15-22 is
a summary of this modeling role. Not only would all true prophets be
marked by being commissioned to speak words commanded by the Lord,
but they were also to separate themselves from idolatry and what they may
predict would come to pass.
The role modeling of Moses would extend even further. God would
raise up a Prophet and place "words in His mouth." The message spoken
by this Prophet would call people to decision; if they rejected the mes-
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sage, the result would be death.
Jesus commissioned all his disciples to be witnesses (messengers)
throughout the world (Acts 1:8); who, after Pentecost, "went everywhere
preaching the word" (Acts 8:4). It has been typical of fervent Christians to
be messengers of the word of salvation through Jesus Christ.
Paul had this sense of being sent with a message to the Gentiles (Acts
22:21; 26:17; 1 Cor 1:17); and, as he testified before King Agrippa, "I was
not disobedient to the heavenly vision" (Acts 26:19).
Through the centuries, many Christians of all ages, of every status of
life, of every nation, have experienced the command of the Lord to
witness and preach the gospel.
Evaluation: One should not be surprised that Moses had difficulty accept-

ing his appointment to the prophet/messenger status. The surprise should
arise from the moderations of Moses's response. Moses could have rejected what he heard as utterly ridiculous and stubbornly refused to
consider the matter further.
A justification for such action could have been thought out easily.
When one looks at Moses's objections, each seems convincing and his
final obedience to the Lord's call quite foolhardy.
Moses comes through as strikingly human. He is not enshrouded with a
hero legend or a divinity halo; he is only a shepherd in the wilderness.
Nevertheless, memories of earlier years caused him to realize immediately how dangerous this divinely appointed task really was. He also was
deeply religious and feared whatever suggested the presence of the God of
his fathers.
Moses harbored a pain-filled fear of Pharaoh; the murder he had
committed in Egypt forty years before surely would be remembered at the
royal court should he appear there in person.
Moses had doubts about his own people, the Hebrews, by whom he
would most likely be regarded as an apostate from the traditional faith and
thus ignorant of the name of the true God.
To each of these concerns, the Lord had an answer, mixed with
explanations and promises.
Moses knew that a key factor in a successful project of the sort the Lord
proposed could be convincing evidence of authority and power. A dusty
shepherd coming directly from the desert would not impress either Israelite or Pharaoh as being a powerful person. Nor would an invisible God
identified with neither nature objects (sun, moon, etc.) or an idol, be
regarded as believable. Nevertheless, Moses courageously traveled to
Egypt to galvanize his people into action and gain permission from
Pharaoh to let the Israelites go into the desert.
The Lord gave three signs to Moses to convince him, and then to
convince the Israelites . and Pharaoh. First, Moses's shepherd rod changed
to a snake and back to a rod. Second, Moses's hand became diseased and
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then healed; and, third, Moses was authorized to change water to blood, if
need be. Of these measures, the first was to be used frequently in Egypt,
the second was purely personal and the third was a measure of last resort
(cf. Exod 7:19-21). Answers to Moses's objections seem to have been
provided convincingly. Yet, doubts about his capability to carry out his
task gripped him and caused profound fear.
When Moses began to base his objections on his internal problems, he
soon got into trouble with his Lord. Moses's speech handicap did not
match the normal qualification of a messenger, the ability to speak clearly
and effectively. This mismatch deeply troubled Moses and created a sense
of helplessness in the face of the messenger task. Moses's assessment may
be classed as realistic, but it was self-demeaning and evidenced a low
self-esteem.
He refused, at the moment, to be impressed by the creative power of
God to provide him with words. Moses took the first step of rejection
when he requested that someone else be sent to Egypt. More serious than
the speech handicap was this display of stubbornness and unbelief that the
Lord could really help him.
The sting of experiencing divine anger, and then the wonder of divine
grace in designating Aaron as his "mouth," changed Moses's attitude
quickly. To Moses's credit, he saw the error of hiding behind personal
shortcomings and yielded to the divine call.
Moses exhibited considerable courage when he returned to Egypt,
knowing he could be in danger of losing his life. Reunited with Aaron,
who readily accepted his new role as Moses's assistant, Moses was
successful in gaining the support of his fellow Israelites for the proposed
trip to the desert. He was able to gain an audience with Pharaoh, who
seemed to know nothing of Moses's earlier crime in Egypt, and boldly
presented his request.
The result was angry rejection by Pharaoh and immediate hardship for
the Israelites. Their anger and accusations shocked Moses and the imminent failure of his mission sent him, filled with self-pity and despair, to
the Lord with a bitter complaint. Moses not only was humiliated by his
failure, he was blaming the sad turn of events on his speech defect; and,
by implication, accusing the Lord of lack of wisdom regarding the project
of convincing Pharaoh to release the Israelites. One must give Moses
credit for his quick recovery from despondency, as he listened to the
Lord's instructions and promises.
With the help of his Lord, Moses had passed through the first major
crisis of his prophetic ministry.
Decisions: In spite of Moses's several arguments against the Lord's call to

return to Egypt and lead the Israelites out of slavery, he did obey (4:18) by
requesting and receiving permission to go to Egypt. Moses then set out
with his wife and family (4:20). He obeyed the Lord: (a) by circumsizing
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(4:24-26), (b) by enlisting Aaron as his spokesman (4:28-29), (c)
by speaking to and receiving the support of the enslaved Israelites for the
his son

exit from Egypt (4:30-31), (d) by presenting the Lord's message to Pharaoh (5:1-5), (e) by encouraging the frightened Israelites to continue to
believe and obey (6:9), and (0 by continuing to convey the Lord's
messages to Pharaoh (7:6). All of these actions imply that Moses, and
Aaron as well, consciously made decisions to respond positively to the
Lord's command and conform their lives to those decisions.
Making decisions and putting them into action, even at great risk, was
typical of the remainder of Moses's life, with the exception of the second
miracle of bringing water from the rock (Num 20).
Indeed, deciding to conform life to the Lord's commands was typical of
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, after the Lord appeared to each of them. Both
the Old and New Testaments provide numerous examples of individuals
and groups making decisions to yield themselves completely to the Lord's
commands and live accordingly. Throughout history since the biblical
times, such obedience has occurred again and again.
What of the present? Are individuals and groups still called to listen to
the Lord's will and then make a decision to obey him by conforming all
activities to the Lord's command to tell others of salvation and judgment?

Book Reviews
Hoehn, Richard A. Up From Apathy. Nashville: Abingdon, 1983. 172
pp. $10.95, paper. ISBN 0-687-43114-X.
"The Word became flesh." Accordingly, our words exhorting others to
social sensitivity must be "fleshed out" in our own lives, observes Richard
Hoehn, associate professor of church in society at the Brite Divinity
School of Texas Christian University. This is but one of many inductive
conclusions emerging from Hoehn's study of biographical literature and
87 original interviews of social activists. His goal is to discover what
brings people first to moral awareness and then to social involvement. The
intended audience is educators, ministers, politicians—in fact, all who
are concerned about "how in a free society people might be educated and
motivated to choose a public participation in behalf of the human community" (p. 9). No one concerned about such matters will find reading this
book wasted time.
The book is filled with fascinating lengthy quotations of people describing their moral-conversion experiences. Hoehn's own analysis of this
material is also quite interesting, though the text drags at times when too
much secondary theoretical analysis of moral change is introduced. There
is a very helpful index and a set of notes (where some of the secondary
analysis also belongs). Some of the most insightful topics include: experiences which most typically lead to moral awareness (p. 35 ff.), metaphors
through which people describe their coming to awareness (chap. 3),
factors that move people to act (chap. 5), frames of reference which
determine people's awareness and actions (chaps. 3, 6), and how to teach
social awareness and action (chap. 8). Out of this investigation, Hoehn
synthesizes his own "ethic of sociality" (p. 134 ff.), which "can be described as a perceptual, intellectual, and emotional leaning toward the
meaningful reality of self and other, or it can be described as love"
(p. 139).
Hoehn has selected a sample group to interview which is diverse in
terms of age, sex, race and vocation. Unfortunately, virtually everyone is
"politically left of center"—such that certain unspecified parts of the
study, by his admission, "apply only to those who basically are oriented
to a liberal/radical view of justice and human community" (pp. 19-20).
Another drawback is that the role of religion in stimulating moral
awareness and social involvement is only explicitly addressed in the
closing few paragraphs of the book. Nevertheless, the book does provide
a valuable resource still not duplicated several years after the book's
publication. It shows—not theoretically but from proven experience—
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how to raise others up from apathy to a life of biblical, social holiness.

JOHN KILNER, PH.D.
Professor of Church in Society
Asbury Theological Seminary

Fuller, Reginald H. The Formation of the Resurrection Narratives.
Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983. Second edition. x, 225 pp. Paper. ISBN
0-8006-1378-3.
This most recent work by Fuller, professor emeritus of New Testament
at Virginia Theological Seminary and author of numerous significant
books in NT studies, is based upon lectures delivered at several universities in Europe and the United States. This second edition incorporates
new scholarship, especially Marxen's insistence that "Peter's post-Easter
experience" was the foundation of the later Easter faith.
Fuller's purpose is to present the often "contradictory" reports of the
Resurrection in a responsible manner to support "contemporary faith,"
and to provide guidance to those who preach and teach this kerygma
(proclamation). He brings to this task the techniques of form criticism,
tradition criticism, redaction criticism, and extensive familiarity with
secondary literature, as well as his commitment as a churchman. Fuller
insists that faith was the result of seeing, that "biblical faith is always
response to revelation." To this the witness of the New Testament would
agree!
He seeks to trace the "formation" of the accounts of the Resurrection,
treating the accounts in the chronological sequence of their writing,
beginning with 1 Corinthians 15, perhaps the first extant Pauline account.
Since Paul omits reference to the empty tomb, Fuller is convinced that
Paul knew only of a list of the appearances. Narratives of the appearances
came next, followed by appearances in Galilee, and then traditions of the
empty tomb. Thus, he moves from Paul to Mark, Matthew, Luke-Acts,
John, "transposed narratives" (in the Gospels) and then to contemporary
faith-proclamation. An appendix treats the apocryphal gospels. Allowing
this sequence to dominate his treatment throughout, he omits the numerous references in the Book of Acts to the Resurrection, including Peter's
emphasis on the empty tomb (Acts 2:24-36). He considers Luke's account
of the walk to Emmaus and John 20-21 as legends with slight historical
basis, and no mention is made of the raising of Lazarus.
With reference to the Pauline list of appearances it does not seem to
occur to him that Paul may have omitted the empty tomb account because
Paul experienced only the risen Lord and in this chapter was attempting to
correct mistaken ideas about the Resurrection. This pericope dominates
his entire historical perspective. Fuller finds little help in Acts regarding
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Paul's vision of the "Risen One" because he considers Acts late. It
"downgrades Paul," and its three accounts of Paul's conversion are merely
"compositions of the author" that make use of some traditional materials.
In the brief report of the empty tomb in Mark 16:1-8 this form critic
finds the reference to Galilee (v 7) a Markan interpolation. Strangely
inconsistent with his estimate of the veracity of Acts, he cites Acts 13:29
("they [the Sanhedrin] laid him in a tomb") as evidence that the Gospels
are in error in stating that Joseph took responsibility for Jesus' burial. Yet
Mark's report, that the Risen Lord would meet his disciples in Galilee (cf.
Matt 28:16), is viewed as earlier, and hence more accurate, than the
accounts in the other three gospels of initial appearances in Jerusalem.
In Fuller's analysis of Mark, Jesus did not think of his resurrection as an
event separate from the "general resurrection of the elect." Instead, "Jesus
proclaimed the imminent event of the eschatological kindgom of God
apocalyptically conceived, and therefore also by implication the resurrection of the elect" (p. 60). Throughout the volume the author fuses and
confuses the historical Resurrection of Jesus with the general resurrection
at the end time. The same is true of his treatment of the appearances. This
perspective influences his treatment of the empty tomb account in Mark,
the Emmaus story in Luke, and the accounts of the post-Resurrection
events in Matthew and John.
This carefully-crafted presentation comes to its climax by giving guidance to believers and to preachers. How can the reader believe these
"inconsistent" narratives? How can the preacher be aware of the problems
and yet inspire the "Easter Faith" ? Because of his commitment to the
form-critical method the author argues, as a historian, from effect (kerygma) to cause (appearances), and only later to the empty tomb. There is
no doubt that the early church believed Jesus to be alive. The historian's
task is to find the cause of this faith by means of a careful dissection of
varied strata of tradition in hope of separating event from legendary
accretions.
To what extent is this labored effort successful? It is a major improvement over the form-criticism of Dibelius and Bultmann. Fuller correctly
insists that faith must be based on fact. He functions in a post-Bultmannian era but before the more recent critical trends of narrative criticism,
structuralism, and canonical criticism. If he had written in the early
eighties, instead of the late sixties, would his methods and conclusions
have been different? His interactions are mostly with German scholars,
especially Bultmann, Grass and Marxsen.
In his search for the historical kernel of truth, he tends to react more
from the standpoint of the form-critic than from the witness of the extant
narrative itself. This hinders contemporary faith and proclamation. Why
does he stress the "discrepancies" more than the commonality among the
diverse witnesses? It is commonplace that witnesses who agree in every
detail are more suspect than those who witness to a consistent central
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theme with minor diversities. In this central theme, the consensus is that
the first link in the unfolding drama of the Resurrection is the empty tomb
and then the appearances. The four Gospels and Acts agree on this
sequence. But he is convincing when he insists that the faith of the church
is based on actual events, attested by responsible witnesses, not simply on
subjective "wishful thinking."
Yet he concludes that "resurrection faith" is not the historical faith that
the women found the tomb empty and that disciples saw Jesus risen from
the dead. Rather, it is "faith in the risen Lord" (p. 183)! On what does
"faith in the risen Lord" rest if not upon authentic, and hence credible,
reports of these events? He answers, it is this proclamation "that the
preacher has to offer... and not the factual details." How does this differ
from Bultmann's "Easter faith" unsupported by events reported in the
New Testament? The author's eagerness to combine redaction-criticism
with a convincing kerygma leave much to be desired.
For the scholar, the attention to other critics in the text and in footnotes
is detailed and helpful. For the general reader and scholar more attention
to conservative scholars would result in a more balanced and ecumenical
book. The notes would be more helpful if the chapter titles had been
accompanied by chapter numbers. Some excellent features include
indices of biblical references, ancient authors and modern authors. The
volume is a stimulating study of an important subject.
GEORGE ALLEN TURNER, PH.D.
Professor of Biblical Literature, Emeritus
Asbury Theological Seminary

Hauerwas, Stanley. Against the Nations: War and Survival in a Liberal
Society. Minneapolis: Winston Press, 1985. viii, 208 pp. ISBN
0-86683-957-7.
In this volume the professor of religious ethics at the Divinity School of
Duke University continues the themes and burdens of his previous books..
In many respects it is a sequel to his The Peaceable Kingdom, though it'
this book he takes on new adversaries.
Hauerwas begins by acknowledging that readers may have problems
with the structure of the book. And this is true. The opening chapters
contain development of concerns expressed by Hauerwas elsewhere,
namely, that Christian ethics be Christian, and that imagination is a
crucial element if ethics are to be Christian. These are well stated in The
Peaceable Kingdom, but here the author is responding to criticisms of his
earlier work. The interior section of the book appears to be a set of
digressions, though it is somewhat related to the general theme and tone
of the book. Chapter five on the Holocaust seems to be a separate paper
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presented originally elsewhere and incorporated into the book. The same
may be said of chapter six on the Jonestown tragedy. These are followed
by chapters on the Kingdom of God and a response to Richard John
Neuhaus's "Christianity and Democracy." Then the last chapters return to
matters found in the earlier chapters. Even Hauerwas acknowledges the
problem: "The relation of these chapters on war [8-10] to the first part of I
the book is complex." Indeed it is! But that is not to detract seriously from
the issues with which Hauerwas wrestles.
The general theme is indicated in the sub-title. How does the Church in
the West live out its assignment in the world when the world and the
recent history of the Church are marked by accommodation and concession? When the Church and the world work together at the level of the
lowest common denominator? When the Church fails to realize that its
distinctiveness is its primary asset in its presence in the world?
These themes are highlighted when Hauerwas expresses concern over
the nature of anti-nuclear sentiment which has no adequate eschatological
foundations. He takes on Neuhaus and the American Catholic bishops not
so much because they are arch-enemies, but because they have both
spoken effectively and meaningfully on crucial issues. There are no
sectarian concerns here. The views of Neuhaus and the bishops are
unacceptable because they do not give primacy to the ultimate given of the
Christian faith. Justice and survival, relevance and meaning are more
important than faithfulness. Hauerwas, on the other hand, continues to
assert that the Church must be the Church; that on the basis of its
Christian hope and the use of a sanctified imagination the Church can
assume a posture of foolishness, and in that foolishness be more relevant
ultimately than it would otherwise be. "Presence," for Hauerwas, continues to be seen as the Church's assignment.
One of the better features of the book is the author's treatment of the
Just War Theory. In fact I regard it as the fairest statement ever by a
pacifist. The theory of a just war he affirms is a pacifist position with an
amendment. "For although it is seldom noticed, just war is a pacifist
position to the extent that it assumes that the burden of proof is on those
who would use violence rather than those who would refrain" (p. 167).
His regard for the just war position, though he cannot finally accept it, is
also seen in the fact that the book is dedicated to Paul Ramsey, the most
powerful exponent of just war, as well as to John Howard Yoder. He puts
the just war theory in its best light before responding to it. Would that all
adversaries were so generous!
Hauerwas continues to be one of the most creative American Christian
ethicists in his raising of foundational issues. He does so with forcefulness, but fairly and with a desire to heal and restore the Church.
One final irony: Hauerwas, here and elsewhere, insists that Christian
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ethics must be Christian. Yet he carries the title at Duke University of
professor of religious ethics.
ROBERT W. LYON, Pm .D.
Professor of New Testament Interpretation
Asbury Theological Seminary

DeVries, Simon J. I Kings. Word Biblical Commentary, vol. 12. Waco,
TX: Word, 1985. ixiv, 286 pp. ISBN 0-8499-0211-8.
The Word Biblical Commentary series is broadly evangelical and
directed toward "anyone who seeks to build a theological understanding
of scripture upon a solid foundation of scholarship." Each volume uses a
uniform format. An original translation is presented and followed by
"Notes," mainly text-critical. A section dealing with "Form/Structure/
Setting" treats critical problems. A "Comment" section offers a traditional paragraph-by-paragraph exegetical discussion, and an "Explanation" section apparently aspires to a theological appropriation of the text.
Simon DeVries, professor of Old Testament at the Methodist Theological School in Delaware, OH, is a relative newcomer to evangelical
publishing, though not to OT scholarship at large. His publications
include The Achievements of Biblical Religion, Yesterday, Today, and
Tomorrow, Prophet Against Prophet, and many articles.
DeVries follows the mainstream opinion of higher-critical scholarship.
In Kings he finds several different sources and the work of several
editorial hands or "schools." He nevertheless recognizes the essential
compatibility of the different "deuteronomistic" editors. He proceeds,
nominally, as though these are all one voice, one context of thought, one
editorial program, and gains a modest historical basis for treating the text
as a literary whole. The unity perceived allows DeVries to present, in the
"Form/Structure/Setting," detailed outlines of the units in the text which
go beyond simply partitioning the material. They present a unifying
thread that holds the material together as a whole, albeit a redactional
one. "Comment" fills out both the full explanation of his translation (the
"Notes" deal exclusively with manuscript evidence supporting his textual
reconstruction) and provide a consecutive exposition. Many will quibble
with points made in the "Comment" sections, but DeVries deals competently with the standard questions, providing complete bibliographies. I
found the author's frequent self-citation mildly irritating and amateurish.
The volume is current and competent, but the commentary's philological
work does not equal the older, comprehensive volumes of Montgomery
and Gehman, and Burney, nor is it as brilliant and daring as the latter's.
Like other modern treatments of Kings, too much space is spent with
redactional minutiae. Nevertheless, in its organization of exegetical data
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along the lines of his analysis of each unit's structure, it surpasses Gray,
who simply buries the text in unfocused erudition.
DeVries is more willing than some evangelicals to find in scripture
modes of narration that are not "historical" in the traditional sense. He
characterizes certain stories as "prophet legends," and he argues that the
authors did not intend, nor did the readers expect, these stories to be
"taken literally." They are rather theological paradigms. Despite this nod
in the direction of "radical" criticism, DeVries takes historical issues
seriously, and does not conclude from the presence of unusual events in
narratives that they are unhistorical. His discussions under the heading of
"Sacred History as Theological Testimony" struggle with the role of
history in theological exegesis and suggest "historicality" as a useful
category. "Historicality" denotes a narrative's authentic expression of
Israel's life and historical self-awareness, transcending "historicity" in the
traditional sense. Many will be dissatisfied with the conclusions, but all
will appreciate seeing these issues seriously engaged.
The "Explanation" sections present contemporary theological appropriation of the text. He sets out his theological method when he remarks,
"we must ask for the word among all the words," (chap. 20) distinguishing between "normative" and "non-normative" elements of the text,
discerning what "it" considers normative. The notion of truths separable
from the particulars of the text, and the theological task as a winnowing,
will not satisfy readers who are uneasy with a sharp separation between
the "word" ;of God and the "words" of Scripture. Nor will it satisfy those,
right or left, who have reflected a "kernel and husk" theory of meaning.
An unfortunate consequence of separating "the word" from "the words" is
the sometimes tenuous connection between the theological "Explanation"
and the exegesis in the preceding sections. Each "Explanation" should
register the distinctive imprint of each story emerging from the preceding
detailed outlines and expository treatment. Instead, they often give commonplaces like "Yahweh was at work to frustrate Adonijah and to establish Solomon" (chap. 22). Again, the commentary perpetrates the very
"moralizing and vapid sentimentality" (chap. 21) it decries when a story
tells us "how much easier it is to break up what belongs together than it is
to restore what is broken" (p. 159).
The "Explanation" section occasionally engages larger questions.
Dealing with I Kings 13, DeVries rightly starts with the treatment of Karl
Barth in Church Dogmatics, II/2. Complaining that Barth brought
"strange fire...to the altar," making an "antique text...bear all the systematic logic of a modern philosophy" (p. 173), DeVries finds the key in how
the characters, and, by analogy, the readers, come to know the true word
of God. The preacher must be radically obedient to the word proclaimed,
an imperative finding its full expression in Jesus. Unfortunately, a hermeneutical analogy between selected (how?) characters and the reader can
only deduce prosaic lessons ("Practise what you preach," or, "only listen
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to preachers who practise what they preach") from a text fraught with
tension and mystery. Does the text ever envision the reader as analogous
to one of its characters? Is analogy, with its concomitant demand for
historical and existential congruence, really the best mode of actualization?
Disagreements with DeVries aplenty there are sure to be. Nevertheless,
that theologically concerned expositors finally have something worth
responding to is good news.
LAWSON G. STONE, PH.D.
Assistant Professor of Old Testament
Asbury Theological Seminary

Olson, Dennis T. The Death of the Old and the Birth of the New The
Brown
Framework of the Book of Numbers and the Pentateuch.
Judaic Studies, 71. Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1985. 253 pp. Paper,
ISBN 0891-398865; Hardback, ISBN 0891-398857.
-

This book is a slightly modified version of the author's doctoral dissertation completed at Yale University. It addresses a fundamental problem
in the study of the book of Numbers: the lack of a coherent picture of the
book's overall structure. Without this essential framework, Numbers
"collapses into a jumble of unrelated fragments with no purpose or
meaning" (chap. 1). Chapter one provides a competent, informative review of major commentaries on Numbers, but offers only a brief paragraph on major specialized studies. These latter are dealt with in the
argument, but a more complete introduction would have been helpful.
Chapter two demonstrates the failure of scholarly researach to agree on
the book's structure, displaying all the proposals for major unit divisions:
over 21 suggested "major" breaks! Olson blames this lack of consensus on
a wrong approach: chronological, geographical, and tradition-historical
data, however significant, do not break open the book's structure decisively.
Chapters three through five present Olson's own thesis. After an insightful defense of treating Numbers as a distinct literary unit (chap. 3), in
chapter four he reviews research on the book's major feature: the two
census lists in Numbers 1 and 26. This chapter deals in detail with the
exegetical problems posed, not just by the census lists, but by "tribal
lists" in the OT in general. Exegetical theories of Noth, Mendenhall,
Gottwald, and others are considered tersely and fairly. The heart of the
book is chapter five. It argues that the real significance of the lists resides
not in their numerical, military, or historical function, but in their literary
function for the book as a whole. The lists demarcate the halves of the
book. After dealing responsibly with the historical-critical questions
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impinging on such a claim, he sets out formal indicators in the text
supporting his theory. Most persuasive, however, is his expository outline, in which the whole book rises Phoenix-like from the ashes as a
coherent vision of the death and rebirth of God's people. Plausible tours
de force are rare, but this one works. Not only does he make sense of
Numbers, providing a sound basis for a commentary, but he also sets
Numbers in the context of the structure of the Pentateuch as a whole.
The last four chapters address three well-known exegetical cruces.
From Olson's new perspective, treatments of the spy story (Numbers
13-14), the Balaam cycle (Numbers 22-24), and certain legal texts show,
not an interpreter forcing texts into a schema, but texts finally finding their
rightful place in a coherent literary and theological work.
This study is a splendid piece of exegesis, rescuing Numbers literarily
and theologically. But it does not render the historical-critical process
moot. Its only weakness is the lack of a discussion of methodology. The
case has a plausibility of its own, but without a definitive methodological
discussion, it remains a single effort, not a model or program. On the
other hand, the best methodological reflection often takes place after
interpretation has been done well.
LAWSON G. STONE, PH.D.
Assistant Professor of Old Testament
Asbury Theological Seminary

Abraham, William J. An Introduction to the Philosophy of Religion.
Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1985. 250 pp.
$21.95. ISBN 0-13-491887-8.
William J. Abraham is associate professor of evangelism and philosophy of religion in the Perkins School of Theology at Southern Methodist
University. His books include The Divine Inspiration of the Holy Scriptures, Divine Revelation and the Limits of Historical Criticism, and The
Coming Great Revival: Recovering the Full Evangelical Tradition. As the
titles of his books suggest, Abraham brings a breadth of knowledge to his
academic studies. In An Introduction to the Philosophy of Religion, he
draws upon his background in philosophy to provide a practical introduction in philosophy of religion.
Abraham introduces philosophy of religion from what many consider
the minority opinion among philosophers. He argues that religious belief
is capable of rational assessment and can be rationally justified. He

considers it restrictive and artificial to cast the philosopher as a neutral
observer of the religious scene. An author's personal convictions inevitably appear and should appear if the discipline is to have life and blood.
Thus he presents philosophy of religion in a way that encourages his
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readers to seek and find the truth, particularly as found in Christianity.
In contrast to classical models that overemphasize the place of natural
theology in philosophy of religion, Abraham begins with the crucial
question of the nature of religious language. He rejects the logical
positivist critique of religious language as nonsense, i.e. as unable to
meet the empirical requirements which are essential to cognitive discourse in general. Abraham also rejects inadequate Christian rebuttals
that fail to meet logical positivism on its own terms of cognitive verifiability. He appeals to Basil Mitchell in vindicating religious language.
Mitchell argues that as long as the believer grants that historical findings
can falsify some theological claims, e.g. the resurrection, religious language is liable to falsification in principle and is therefore cognitive.
Much of the first half of the book is devoted to the justification of
religious belief, and thus represents the heart of what the author is trying
to communicate. Here he presents two opposite ends of the perennial
debate concerning the relationship between faith and reason. On the one
hand, the fideist tradition argues that belief in God is to be construed as a
basic belief requiring no argument in its favor for it to be considered
rational. Karl Barth represents a theological version of fideism and Alvin
Plantinga selects Richard Swinburne as a representative of hard
rationalism. In this tradition belief in God is defended by a rigorous
appeal to the canons of normal logic, arguing that inductive rather than
deductive logic makes belief in God rational, i.e. more probable than not.
Abraham rejects fideism as being ultimately implausible. Fideists are
interested in reasons for religious belief despite protest to the contrary,
and they all too easily commit themselves to unfounded assumptions
about the nature of arguments for and against religious belief. He also
rejects hard rationalism for several reasons, not the least of which is its
failure to resolve the tension between reason and faith, or reason and
revelation.
Abraham offers what he describes as a soft rationalist approach which
represents a mediating position between fideism and classical natural
theology. It differs from other approaches in its claim about the kind of
argument that should take place in debates about significant religious
beliefs. In this tradition religious belief is to be construed as one among
many competing, complex metaphysical visions rather than a simple
proof for the existence of God. Such global theories, which would include
Marxism, humanism and existentialism, are never a matter of simple
demonstration or strict probabilistic reasoning. Rather, one appeals to
various considerations which taken together as a kind of cumulative
argument lead one to say that one global theory is true and another false.
He again appeals to Basil Mitchell and his concept of a "cumulative
case," where what matters is not where you start, but the total case you
make. If one is to remain a theist, one develops the kind of cumulative
case that evaluates the complex web of religious belief by appealing to
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several independent threads of evidence taken together, using informal,
sensitive, personal judgment to weigh its validity. He argues that the kind
of assessment proposed by soft rationalism is a genuine rational assessment because cumulative case arguments are generally accepted as reliable.
Abraham recognizes limitations in his argument that religious belief is
capable of rational assessment and can be rationally justified. For example: affirmations cannot be properly judged to be rational or irrational;
personal judgment is liable to serious error; and the actual justification of
religious and metaphysical beliefs is in practice a very elusive affair. He
admits that his views are highly contested and that readers should not
accept his conclusions uncritically. Nevertheless, he presents a compelling cumulative argument in justifying religious belief. His efforts resemble Anselm's dictum concerning the relationship between faith and
reason—"faith in search of understanding"—which closely follows the
Augustinian model concerning the relationship of belief and authority to
reason—"Belief in order that you may understand."
Abraham rightly affirms that Christianity is based on faith, but that it is
a reasonable faith. It does not represent a lack of faith to subject the
revelation of God's self-disclosure to the test of human reason. Nor is
belief in justification by faith incompatible with the pursuit of reasons for
theology. Although he allows a substantial role for reason to play in
understanding Christian faith, he does not revert to a classical version of
natural theology. Rather, he philosophically argues that we need to be
more intellectually honest and careful in how we try to articulate the
rationality of religious belief.
The remaining chapters of the book are devoted to enduring questions
in philosophy of religion. These questions include morality, freedom,
miracles, revelation, and so on. He also includes discussions on the
relationship between religion and history, science, and world religions.
The final chapter aptly deals with the issue of religious certitude and a
vindication of the tenacity with which religious people commit themselves. Abraham does not argue that belief can be held regardless of the
evidence. Religious people must always remember that if religious language is to be considered cognitive, they must also grant that it is entirely
falsifiable in principle. Thus he takes a more modest approach in making
logical sense of the kind of tenacity which is typically found in religion
and in defending it against philosophical objection.
In a sense, the final chapters of the book—in which Abraham discusses
various questions in philosophy of religion—serve to substantiate the
rationality of religious belief. Each contributes to a cumulative case that
religious belief is capable of rational assessment and can be rationally
justified. Although he may be criticized for failing to present a traditional
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introduction to philosophy of religion, he presents a compelling introduction to religious faith that is reasonable.
DONALD A. D. THORSEN, PH.D. (cand.)
Drew University

Dunn, James D. G. The Evidence for Jesus. Philadelphia: Westminster,
1986. xiv, 113 pp. Paper, ISBN 0664-246982; Hardback, ISBN
0664-24140-9.
In 1984 a television series entitled Jesus: The Evidence was aired in
Britain. The makers of the program set out to inquire into the impact of
recent historical scholarship on traditional views about Jesus. I was living

in Scotland at the time and, along with others of the Christian community,
hoped for a balanced attempt to bridge the gap between the technical
world of NT scholarship and the world of everyday Christians. These
expectations were unrealized, however, for the programs highlighted
outdated, radical and sometimes idiosyncratic points of view. Along with
other well-publicized religious events, this three-part program raised
many questions regarding the foundations of classical Christian faith.
While this television series had little influence in the U.S.A., the issues it
raised are no less significant for us: Can we trust the Gospels? Did Jesus
consider himself to be the Son of God? What did the earliest Christians
believe concerning the Resurrection? Was there an "orthodox faith" in
earliest Christianity? These are the questions Dunn addresses in his
response to Jesus: The Evidence.
In many ways, Dunn is especially suited for writing just this sort of
study. He is a world-class NT scholar, with a keen interest in Jesus-studies
and the beginning of Christianity. As a Methodist pastor he is seriously
committed to the ministry of the local church and is sensitive to the
thinking of the non-academic audience. And he has long considered
himself a bridge-builder between scholars in opposing camps. These
qualities are each focused in helpful ways in this volume, with the result
that we find here a resource of great value for introductory-level studies,
for continuing education for pastors, and for serious-minded lay students
of the Bible.
Of the book's four chapters, the first is foundational and is perhaps the
most significant. Here Dunn asks whether the Gospels are historically
trustworthy and accurate in what they tell about Jesus. His answer: Yes
and No! He is convinced that the Gospels interpret the significance of
Jesus, but that this interpretation grows out of good historical information. Numerous helpful examples are provided by way of demonstrating
how the evangelists retold the stories about Jesus in order to highlight
their own interests. He insists that if we have difficulties in coming to
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terms with this editorial procedure we need not project them back into the
early church. For them the meaning and substance of Jesus's words were
more important then maintaining strict verbal accuracy.
Chapter two takes up the question of Je'sus's self-understanding. Dunn
argues that Jesus probably did regard himself as having a distinctive filial
relationship with God, but the full-blown christological claims we find in
John's Gospel and elsewhere in the NT are the products of development in
the first years of the Christian movement. Naturally, in order to argue thus
Dunn is led to deal at length with the character of the fourth Gospel, and
he concludes for the image of John as "preacher."
The subject of the Resurrection is taken up in chapter three. As in
earlier sections, Dunn is not breaking new ground but does present old
arguments in fresh ways. Moreover, in a stimulating way, Dunn, the NT
scholar, dons the hat of an apologist as he helps his readers see the
reasonableness of faith in the Resurrection while at the same time warning
them against trying to over-define the NT language of resurrection. The
final chapter is Dunn's attempt to dispel the notion that earliest Christianity was made up of warring sects. As one might expect from the author
of Unity and Diversity in the New Testament, he recognizes a large
measure of diversity in earliest Christianity and warns us against idealizing the apostolic age, while holding to the fundamental unity of firstcentury Christianity.
In the end, Dunn insists that modern Christianity has nothing to fear
from historical scholarship but should welcome inquiries into the truth,
even if it means adjusting some long-held but inadequately founded
notions. No doubt the more conservative will find in The Evidence for
Jesus occasion to raise many red flags. Others might wish Dunn would
have done more to communicate his insights to those with little or no
theological sophistication. On the whole, however, we may welcome this
short book for what it is—a common-sense, well-informed, introductory
study of four important issues confronting thinking Christians in the
1980s.
JOEL B. GREEN, PH.D.
Acting Dean and Assistant Professor of New Testament
New College for Advanced Christian Studies
Berkeley, California

Pobee, John S. Persecution and Martyrdom in the Theology of Paul.
Journal for the Study of the New Testament Supplement Series 6.
Sheffield: JSOT, 1985. x, 155 pp. Paper, ISBN 0905-774531; Cased,
ISBN 0905-774523.
A context for this study in current NT scholarship is not difficult to
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locate, for questions of historical origins continue to loom large on the
contemporary agenda. Pobee's work has particular and direct bearing on
two such issues: the origin of Paul's theology and the origin of atonement
theology in the New Testament. The monograph itself, we are told,
originated in the early 60s, when its author, now professor of theology at
the University of Ghana, was doing research at Cambridge. Its argument
is straightforward: late-Jewish martyr theology has contributed significantly to the Pauline understanding and explication of the Christian faith.
Pobee develops his case by devoting a large, initial section of his book
to an analysis of the pre-Christian theology of martyrdom. In spite of its
relative length, Pobee's outline is at times rather sketchy, though comprehensive enough to delineate the major themes and vocabulary of martyr
theology and demonstrate that martyr theology was not a monolithic
development but must be appreciated as a many-hued phenomenon.
Two points of particular importance for the remainder of Pobee's study
may be noted. First, the author discounts the influence of Isaiah 53 on
martyr theology. Second, however, he makes little effort to explicate the
source(s) of martyr theology behind the inter-testamental texts in question, or to document the development of a positive theology of death in
pre-Christian Judaism.
In his third chapter, Pobee applies the results of his survey to the
theology of the cross, arguing that the martyrological interpretation of the
cross was used to make sense of the crucifixion of Jesus, at least in Jewish
circles. The focus of attention falls repeatedly on the Pauline evidence,
but, in that he occasionally treats additional evidence (e.g. the eucharistic
words), Pobee apparently believes that his study has more general
implications for our understanding of the development of atonement
theology in the early church. For him, all traditional atonement phraseology stems from martyr theology.
The final three chapters of Pobee's work go on to draw out the implications of the martyrological interpretation of Jesus's death for Pauline
theology. Pobee argues with varying success that Paul's soteriology, ecclesiology, christology, eschatology, and ethics were determined by martyr
theology. A more helpful discussion of Paul's self-understanding as a
servant of Christ follows; it is perhaps here that Pobee's thesis is the most
compelling. The final chapter of the volume is devoted to an attempt to
understand Paul's perspective on the persecution of the church within the
context of martyrological categories.
We can be grateful to Pobee for his overall helpful survey of preChristian texts bearing on our understanding of martyr theology, for
indicating certain consequential areas in Pauline thought that seem to have
been influenced by martyr theology, and for his helpful exegesis of
individual texts. We must ask, however, what role Pobee's first chapter on
"forms of persecution" plays in the overall argument of the book. It is not
integrated into the book, and is more suited to an appendix. As for the
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overarching thesis of the book, we may feel a certain uneasiness that
Pobee has given us no chapter on the sources of martyr theology. In fact,
more attention to these sources might indicate how atonement theology
developed in relation to these same sources and did not, after all, rest as
squarely on martyr theology as Pobee insists. Moreover, we must ask, if
the theme of martyrdom was so important for making sense of Jesus's
death on the cross, why do we not see more evidence of this in the passion
narratives of the canonical Gospels? Despite the helpfulness of this study
on certain specific issues, then, fundamental questions remain regarding
its central argument.
JOEL B. GREEN, PH.D.
Acting Dean and Assistant Professor of New Testament
New College for Advanced Christian Studies
Berkeley, California

